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Liberation and Salvation
GUSTAVO GUTIERREZ

What is the relationship between salvation and the
process of human liberation throughout histary? Or
mare precisely, what is the meaning of the struggle
against an unjust society and the creation of a new
humanity in the light of the Word? A response to
these questions presupposes an attempt to define
what is meant by salvation, a concept central to the
Christian mystery. This is a complex and difficult task
which leads to reflection on the meaning of the sav-
ing action of the Lord in history. The saivarion of the
whole man is centered upon Christ the Liberator

SALVATION: CENTRAL THEME
OF THE CHRISTIAN MYSTERY

One of the great deficiencies of contemporary theol-
ogy is the absence of a profound and lucid reflection
on the theme of salvation. On a superficial level this
might seem surprising, but actually it is what often
happens with difficult matters: people are afraid to
tackle them. It is taken for granted that they are un-
derstood. Meanwhile, new edifices are raised on old
foundations established in the past on uniested as-
sumptions and vague generalities. The moment
comes, however, when the whole building torters;
this is the time 1o look again to the foundations. This
hour has arrived for the notion of salvation. Recently
various works have appeared attempting to revise
and deepen our understanding of this idea. These are
only a beginning.

We will not attempt to study this criticism in de-
tail, but will only note that a consideration of this
question has revealed two focal points; one follows
the other in the manner of two closely linked stages.

From the Quantitative . . .

The questions raised by the notion of salvation have
for a long time been considered under and limited by
the classical question of the “salvation of the pagans.”
This is the quantitative, extensive aspect of salvation,
it is the problem of the number of persons saved, the
possibility of being saved, and the role which the
Church plays in this process. The terms of the prob-
lem are, on the one hand, the universality of salva-

uon, and on the other, the visibie Church as the me-
diator of salvation.

The evolution of the quesuon has been complex
ang fatiguing. Today we can say that in a way this
evolution has ended. The idea of the universaluy of
the salvific will of God., clearly enunciated by Paul i
his letter 10 Timothy, has been established. 1t has
avercome the difficulties posed by various ways of
understanding the mission of the Church and has ar-
tained definite acceptance. All that is left to do is 0
consider the ramifications, which are many.

Here we will briefly consider one important
point and leave {or later a treatment of the repercus-
sions of this idea on ecclesiological matters. The no-
tion of salvation implied in this point of view has
two very well-defined characteristics: it is a cure for
sin in this life; and this cure is in virtue of a salva-
tion to be attained beyond this life. What is impor-
tant, therefore, is to know how a person outside the
normal pale of grace, which resides in the institu-
tional Church, can artain salvation. Multiple expla-
nations have attempted 1o show the extraordinary
ways by which a person could be assured of salva-
tion, understood above alt as life beyond this one.
The present life is considered 10 be a test: one’s ac-
tions are judged and assessed in relation 1o the tran-
scendent end. The perspective here is moralistic,
and the spirituality is one of flight from this world.
Normally, only contact with the channels of grace
instituted by God can eliminate sin, the obstacle
which stands in the way of reaching that life be-
yond. This approach is very understandable if we re-
member that the question of “the salvation of the
pagans” was raised at the time of the discovery of
people belonging to other religions and living in
areas far from those where the Church had been tra-
ditionally rooted.

... to the Qualitative

As the idea of the universality of salvation and the
possibility of reaching it gained ground in Christian
consciousness and as the quantitative question was
tesolved and decreased in interest, the whole prob-



lem of salvation made a qualitative leap and began
to be perceived differently. indeed, there is more to
the idea of the universality of salvation than simply
asserting the possibility of reaching it while outside
the visible frontiers of the Church. The very heart of
the question was touched in the search for a means
to widen the scope of the possibility of salvation:
persons are saved if they open themselves 10 God
and to others, even if they are not clearly aware that
they are doing so. This is valid for Christians and
non-Christians alike—for all people. To speak about
the presence of grace—whether accepted or re-
jected—in all people implies, on the other hand, to
value from a Christian standpoint the very roots of
human activity. We can no longer speak properly of
a profane world. A qualitative and intensive ap-
proach replaces a quantitatve and extensive one.
Human existence, in the last instance, is nothing but
a yes or a no to the Lord: “Persons already partly ac-
cept commmunion with God, although they do not
explicitly confess Christ as their Lortd, insofar as
they are moved by grace (Lumen gentium), some-
times secretly {Gaudium et spes), renounce their self-
ishness, and seek to create an authentic fellowship
among human beings. They reject union with God
ingofar as they turn away from the building up of
this world, do not open themselves to others, and
culpably withdraw into themselves (Matthew 25:
31-46)."

From this point of view the notion of salvation ap-
pears in a different light. Salvation is not something
otherworldly, in regard 10 which the present life is
merely a test. Salvation—the communion of human
beings with God and among themselves—is some-
thing which embraces all human reality, transforms
it, and leads it to its fullness in Christ: “Thus the cen-
ter of Gods salvific design is Jesus Christ, whao by his
death and resurrection transforms the universe and
makes it possible for the person to reach fulfillment
as a human being. This fulfillment embraces every as-
pect of humanity: body and spirit, individual and so-
ciety, person and cosmos, time and eternity. Christ,
the image of the Father and the perfect God-Man,
takes on all the dimensions of human existence,”

Therefore, sin is not only an impediment to salva-
tion in the afterlife. Insofar as it constitutes a break
with God, sin is a historical reality, it is a breach of the
communion of persons with each other, it is a tuming
in of individuals on themselves which manifests itsell
in a multifaceted withdrawal from others. And be-
cause sin is a personal and social intrahistorical real-
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ity, & parnt of the daily events of human life, it is also,
and above all, an obstacle 1o life’s reaching the fuil-
ness we call salvation.

The idea of a unuversal salvation, which was ac-
cepted only with great difficulty and was based on
the desire to expand the possibilities of achieving
salvation, leads to the question of the intensity of the
presence of the Lord and therefore of the religious
significance of human action in history One looks
then to this world, and now sees in the world be-
yond not the “true life,” but rather the transforma-
tion and fulfillment of the present life. The absolute
value of salvation—far from devaluing this world—
gives it its authentic meaning and its own autonomy,
because salvation is already latently there. To ex-
press the idea in terms of Biblical theclogy: the
prophetic perspective {in which the Kingdom takes
on the present life, transforming it) is vindicated be-
fore the sapiential outlook (which stresses the life
beyond).

This qualitative, intensive approach has undoubt-
edly been influenced by the factor which marked the
last push toward the unequivocal assertion of the uni-
versality of salvation, that is, the appearance of athe-
ism, especially in the heart of Christian countries.
Nonbelievers are not interested in an otherworldly
salvation, as are believers in other religions; rather
they consider it an evasion of the only question they
wish to deal with: the value of earthly existence. The
qualitative appreach to the notion of salvation at-
tempits to respond to this problem.

The developments which we have reviewed here
have allowed us definitively to recover an essential el-
ement of the notion of salvation which had been
overshadowed for a long time by the question of the
possibility of reaching it. We have recovered the idea
that salvation is an intrahistorical reality Further-
more, salvation—the communion of human beings
with God and among themselves—orients, trans-
forms, and guides history (o its fulfiliment.

HISTORY IS ONE

What we have recalled in the preceding paragraph
leads us to affirm that, in fact, there are not two histo-
ries, one profane and one sacred, “juxtaposed” or
“closely linked.” Rather there is only one human
destiny, irreversibly assumed by Christ, the Lord of
history. His redemptive work embraces all the dimen-
sions of existence and brings them 1o their fullness.
The history of salvation is the very heart of human
history. Christian consciousness arrived at this
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unified view after an evolution parallel to that experi-
enced regarding the notion of salvation. The conclu-
sions converge. Trom an abstract, essentialist
approach we moved to an existential, historical, and
concrete view which holds that the only human being
we know has been efficaciously called to a gratuitous
communion with God. All refiection, any distinctions
which one wishes to treat, must be based on this fact:
the salvific action of God undetlies all human exis-
tence. The historical destiny of humanity must be
placed definitively in the salvific horizon. Only thus
will its true dimensions emerge and its deepest mean-
ing be appareru. It seems, however, that contempo-
rary theology has not yet fashioned the categories
which would allow us to think through and express
adequately this unified approach to history We work,
on the one hand, under the fear of falling back again
into the old dualities, and, on the other, under the
permanent suspicion of not sufficiently safegnarding
divine gratuitousness or the unique dimension of
Christianity. Although there may be different ap-
proaches to understanding it, the fundamental affir-
mation is clear: there is only one history—a
“Christo-finalized” history.

The study of two great Biblical themes will allow us
to illustrate this point of view and to understand better
its scope. The themes are the relationship between cre-
ation and salvation and the eschatological promises.

Creation and Salvation

The Bible establishes a close link between creation
and salvation. But the link is based on the historical
and liberating experience of the Exodus. To forget
this perspective is to run the risk of merely juxtapos-
ing these two ideas and therefore losing the rich
meaning which this relationship has for understand-
ing the recapitulating work of Christ.

Creation: The First Salvific Act

The Bible does not deal with creation in order to sat-
isty philosophic concerns regarding the origin of the
world. 1ts point of view is quite diverse.

Biblical faith is, above all, faith in a God who
gives self-revelation through historical events, a God
who saves in history. Creation is presented in the
Bible, not as a stage previous to salvation, but as a
part of the salvific process: “Praise be to God the Fa-
ther of our Lord Jesus Christ. . . . In Christ he chose
us before the world was founded, to be dedicated, to
be without blemish in his sight, to be full of love;
and he destined us—such was his will and pleas-

ure—to be accepted as his sons through Jesus
Christ” (Ephesians | :3-5). God did not create only
in the beginning; he also had an end in mind. God
creates all to be his children. Moreover, creation ap-
pears as the first salvific act: “Creation,” writes Von
Rad, “is regarded as a work of Yahweh in history, a
work within time. This means that there is a real and
true opening up of historical prospect. No doubt,
creation as the first of Yahweh'’s works stands at the
very remotest beginnings—only, it dees not stand
alone, other works are 1o follow.”? The creation of
the world initiates history, the human struggle, and
the salvific adventure of Yzhweh. Faith in creation
does away with its mythical and supernatural charac-
ter. It is the work of a God who saves and acts in his-
tory; since humankind is the center of creation, it is
integrated into the history which is being built by
human efforts. )

Second lsaiah—"the best theologian among Qld
Testament writers"—is an excellent witness in this re-
spect. His texts are frequently cited as one of the rich-
est and clearest expressions of the faith of Israel in
creation. The stress, however, is on the saving action
of Yahweh; the worl of creation is regarded and un-
derstood only in this context: “But now this is the
word of the Lord, the word of your creator, O Jacob,
of him who fashioned you, Isracl; Have no fear; for I
have paid your ransom; 1 have called you by name
and you are my own” (43:1; cf. 42:5-6). The asser-
tion is centered on the redemption (or the Covenant).
Yahweh is at one and the same time Creator and Re-
deemer: “For your husband is your maker, whose
name is the Lord of Hosts; your ransomer is the Holy
One of Istael who is called God of all the earth”
{54:5). Numerous psalms sing praise to Yahweh si-
multanecusly as Creator and Savior (cf. Psalms 74,
80, 93, 95, 135, 136). But this is because creation it-
self is a saving action: “Thus says the Lord, your ran-
somet, who fashioned you from birth: 1 am the Lord
who made all things, by myself | stretched out the
skies, alone | hammered out the floor of the earth”
(Isaiah 44:24; cf. also Amos 4:12ff,; 5:8(f; Jeremiah
33:2541; 10:16; 27:5; 32: 17; Malachi 2:10). Creation
is the work of the Redeemer. Rendtorff says: “A more
complete fusion between faith in creation and salvific
faith is unimaginable,”

Political Liberation: Human Self-Creation

The liberation from Egypt—aboth 2 historical fact and
at the same time a fertile Biblical theme—enriches
this vision and is moreover its true source. The cre-



ative act is linked, almost identified with, the act
which freed Israel from slavery in Egypt. Second Isa-
iah, who writes in exile, is likewise the best witness to
this idea: “Awake, awake, put on your strength, O
arm of the Lord, awake as you did long ago, in days
gone by. Was it not you who hacked the Rahab in
pieces and ran the dragon through? Was it not you
who dried up the sea, the waters of the great abyss,
and made the ocean depths a path for the ransomed?”
(1saiah 51:9-10). The words and images refer simul-
taneously to two events: creation and liberation from
Egypt. Rahab, which for Isaiah symbolizes Egypt (cf.
30:7; cf. also Psalm 87:4), likewise symbolizes the
chaos Yahweh had to overcome to create the world
(cf. Psalms 74:14; 89:11). The “waters of the great
abyss” are those which enveloped the world and from
which creation arose, but they are also the Red Sea
which the Jews crossed to begin the Exodus. Creation
and liberation from Egypt are but one salvific act. It is
significant, furthermore, that the technical term bara,
designating the original creation, was used for the
first time by Second Isaiah (43:1, 15; cf. Deuteron-
omy 32:6) to refer to the creation of Israel. Yahweh’s
historical actions on behalf of the people are consid-
ered creative (41:20; 43:7; 45:8; 48:7). The God who
frees Israel is the Creator of the world.

The liberation of lsrael is a political action. It is
the breaking away from a situation of despoliation
and misery and the beginning of the construction of a
just and comradely society. It is the suppression of
disorder and the creation of a new order. The initial
chapters of Exodus describe the oppression in which
the Jewish people lived in Egypt, in that “land of slav-
ery” (13:3; 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6): repression (Exo-
dus 1:10-11), alienated work (5:6-14), humiliations
(1:13-14), enforced birth control policy (1:15-22).
Yahweh then awakens the vocation of a liberator:
Moses. “I have indeed seen the misery of my people
in Egypt. | have heard their outcry against their slave-
masters. | have taken heed of their sufferings, and
have come down to rescue them from the power of
Egypt. . . . | have seen the brutality of the Egyptians
towards them. Come now; 1 will send you to Pharach
and you shall bring my people Israel out of Egypt”
(3:7-10).

Sent by Yahweh, Moses began a long, hard strug-
gle for the liberation of the people. The alienation of
the children of Israel was such that at first “they did
not listen to him; they had become impatient be-
cause of their cruel slavery” (6:9). And even after
they had left Egypt, when they were threatened by
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Pharaoh’s armies, they complained to Moses: “Were
there no graves in Egypt, that you should have
brought us here to die in the wilderness? See what
you have done to us by bringing us out of Egypt! Is
not this just what we meant when we said in Egypt,
‘Leave us alone: let us be slaves to the Egyptians?
We would rather be slaves to the Egyptians than die
here in the wilderness” (14:11-12). And in the
midst of the desert, faced with the first difficulties,
they told him that they preferred the security of slav-
ery—whose cruelty they were beginning to forget—
to the uncertainties of a liberation in process: “If
only we had died at the Lords hand in Egypt, where
we sat round the fleshpots and had plenty of bread
to eat” (16:3). A gradual pedagogy of successes and
failures would be necessary for the Jewish people to
become aware of the roots of their oppression, to
struggle against it, and to perceive the profound
sense of the liberation to which they were called.
The Creator of the world is the Creator and Liberator
of Israel, to whom is entrusted the mission of estab-
lishing justice: “Thus speaks the Lord who is God,
he who created the skies, . . . who fashioned the
earth. . . . 1, the Lord, have called you with righteous
purpose and taken you by the hand; 1 have formed
you, and appointed you . . . to open eyes that are
blind, to bring captives out of prison, out of the
dungeons where they lie in darkness” (Isaiah
42:5-7).

Creation, as we have mentioned above, is re-
garded in terms of the Exodus, a historical-salvific
fact which structures the faith of Israel. And this fact
is a political liberation through which Yahweh ex-
presses love for the people and the gift of total libera-
tion is received.

Salvation: Re-Creation and Complete Fulfillment

Yahweh summons Israel not only to leave Egypt but
also and above all to “bring them up out of that
country into a fine, broad land; it is a land flowing
with milk and honey” (3:8). The Exodus is the long
march towards the promised land in which Israel
can establish a society free from misery and alien-
ation. Throughout the whole process, the religious
event is not set apart. It is placed in the context of
the entire narrative, or more precisely, it is its deep-
est meaning. It is the root of the situation. In the last
instance, it is in this event that the dislocation intro-
duced by sin is resolved and justice and injustice,
oppression and liberation, are determined. Yahweh
liberates the Jewish people politically in order to
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make them a holy nation: “You have seen with your
own eyes what | did to Egypt. . . . If only you will
niow listen to me and keep my covenant, then out of
all peoples you shall become my special possession;,
for the whole earth is mine. You shall be my king-
dom of priests, my holy nation™ (19:4-6). The God
of Exodus is the God of history and of political lib-
eration more than the God of nature. Yahweh is the
Liberator, the goel of Israel (Isaiah 43:14; 47:4; Jere-
miah 50:34). The Covenant gives full meaning 10
the liberation from Egypt; one makes no sense with-
out the other: “The Covenant was a historical
event,” asserts Gelin, “which occurred in a moment
of disruption, in an atmasphere of liberation; the
revolutionary climate still prevailed: an intense spir-
itual impulse would arise from it, as often happens
in history."® The Covenant and the liberation from
Egypt were different aspects of the same movement,
a movement which led to encounter with God. The
eschatological horizon is present in the heart of the
Exodus. Casalis righily notes that “the heart of the
Old Testarnent is the Exodus from the servitude of
Egypt and the journey towards the promised
land. . . . The hope of the people of God is not to re-
turn to the mythological primitive garden, 1o regain
paradise lost, but to march forward towards a new
city, a human and comradely city whose heart is
Christ.™

Yahweh will be remnembered throughout the his-
tory of Israel by this act which inaugurates its history,
a history which is a re-creation. The God who makes
the cosmos from chaos is the same God who leads Is-
rael from alienation to liberation. This is what is cele-
brated in the Jewish Passover. Andre Neher writes:
“The first thing that is expressed in the jewish
Passover is the certainty of freedom. With the Exodus
a new age has struck for humanity: redemption from
misery. If the Exodus had not taken place, marked as
it was by the twofold sign of the overriding will of
God and the free and conscious assent of men, the
historical destiny of humanity would have followed
another course. This course would have been radi-
cally different, as the redemption, the geulah of the
Exodus from Egypt, would not have been its founda-
tion. . . . All constraint is accidental; all misery is only
provisional. The breath of freedom which has blown
over the world since the Exodus can dispel them this
very day”® The memory of the Exodus pervades the
pages of the Bible and inspires one to reread often the
Old as well as the New Testament.

The work of Christ forms a pant of this movement
and brings it to complete fulfillment. The redemp-
tive action of Christ, the foundation of all that exists,
is also conceived as a re-creation and presented in
a context of creation {(cf. Colossians 1:15-20;
1 Corinthians 8:6; Hebrews 1:2; Ephesians 1:1-23).
This idea is particularly clear in the prologue 1o the
Gospel of St. John. According to some exegetes it
constitutes the foundation of this whole Gospel.

The work of Christ is a new creation. In this sense,
Paul speaks ol a “new creation™ in Christ {Galatians
6:15; 2 Corinthians 5:17). Moreover, it is through
this “new creation,” that is to say, through the salva-
tion which Christ affords, that creation acquires its
fult meaning (c[. Romans 8). But the work of Christ is
presented simultaneously as a liberation from sin and
from all its consequences: despoliation, injustice, ha-
tred. This liberation fulfills in an unexpected way the
promises of the prophets and creates a new chosen
people, which this time includes all humaniy. Cre-
ation and salvation therefore have, in the first place, a
Christological sense: all things have been created in
Christ, all things have been saved in him (cf. Colos-
sians 1:15-20).

Humankind is the crown and center of the work
of creation and is called to continue it through its
labor (cf. Genesis 1:28)—and not only through its
labor. The liberation from Egypt, linked to and even
coinciding with creation, adds an element of capital
importance: the need and the place for human active
participation in the building of sociery. If faith “de-
sacralizes™ creation, making it the area proper for
human work, the Exodus from Egypt, the home of a
sacred monarchy, reinforces this idea: it is the “de-
sacralization” of social praxis, which from that time
on will be the work of humankind. By working,
transforming the world, breaking out of servitude,
building a just society, and assuming its destiny in
history, humankind forges itself. In Egypt, work is
alienated and, far from building a just society, con-
tributes rather 1o increasing injustice and 10 widening
the gap between exploiters and exploited.

To dominate the earth as Genesis prescribed, to
continue creation, is worth nothing if it is not done
for the good of humanity, if it does not contribute to
human liberation, in solidarity with all, in history.
The liberating initiative of Yahweh responds to this
need by stirring up Moses' vocation. Only the media-
tion of this sell-creation—hrst revealed by the libera-
tion from Egypt—allows us to rise above poetic



expressions and general categories and to understand
in a profound and synthesizing way the relationship
between creation and salvation so vigorously pro-
claimned by the Bible.

The Exodus experience is paradigmatic. It re-
mains vital and contemporary due to similar histori-
cal experiences which the People of God undergo. As
Neher writes, it is characterized “by the twolold sign
of the overriding will of God and the free and con-
scious consent of humans.” And it structures our faith
in the gilt of the Fathers love. In Christ and through
the Spirit, persons are becoming one in the very heart
of history, as they confront and struggle against all
that divides and opposes them. But the true agents of
this quest for unity are those who today are op-
pressed (economically, politically, culturally) and
struggle to become free. Salvation—totally and freety
given by God, the communion of human beings with
God and among themselves—is the inner force and
the fuliness of this movement of human self-genera-
tion initiated by the work of creation.

Consequently, when we assert that humanity ful-
fills itself by continuing the work of creation by
means of its labor, we are saying that it places itself,
by this very fact, within an all-embracing salvific
process. To work, to transform this world, is to be-
come a man and to build the human community; it is
also to save. Likewise, to struggle against misery and
exploitation and to build a just society is already to be
part of the saving action, which is moving towards its
comgplete fulfillment. All this means that building the
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temporal city is not simply a stage of “humanization”
or “pre-evangelization” as was held in theology until a
few years ago. Rather it is to become part of a saving
process which embraces the whole of hurmanity and
all human history. Any theological reflection on
human work and social praxis ought to be rooted in
this fundamental affirmation.
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