Liberation Theology (1972-1990) First published as “A New Bandwagon,” Third Way 14/5 (1991), pp. 16-17.
For me liberation theology dawned one memorable Tuesday evening in 1972.  Our chapel service was addressed by a young Englishman freshly home from Latin America.  He sat on the Holy Table (if I remember correctly) and waved at us a copy of Gustavo Gutiérrez’s not-yet-translated Teologìa de la liberaciòn, ET Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1973; London: SCM, 1974). which he told us was about to light an explosive fuse under western theology and church.  Certainly there are ways in which we will never be the same.  In the narrow field of First Testament interpretation I continue to be grateful to Gutiérrez for enabling us to hear and respond to aspects of Scripture that traditional evangelical interpretation had circumvented.
To report the death of liberation theology would be to exaggerate, but for me December 1990 brought to a head some questions about its appropriation in our context.  I had read people arguing that it behaved as if Marx’s conflict models for society were the only models that existed, and that we needed to think more about the more consensual models of society proposed by other sociologists.  Consensual models always seemed more natural in a western democracy; even the home of Marxism is experimenting with them.  But I had also read the related critique of Latin American liberation theology by Sri Lankan theologian Aloysius Pieris.  He nicely notes the necessity for an Afro-Asian critique of Marx on the basis of his being an essentially Western thinker.  “Marx, whose contribution to the liberation of Third World nations dare never be underestimated, does not, for that reason, cease to be a man of his own time and clime: a nineteenth-century European.” An Asian Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll/NY: Orbis/Edinburgh: Clark, 1988), p. 
I had reflected, too, on liberation theology’s need to dismiss rather a lot of Scripture as ideologically-determined - i.e. determined by a different ideology!  Itumelung T. Mosala’s South African liberation theology provides a recent example. Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989).  Another possible response to the fact that Scripture and liberation theology overlapped without being identical was to infer that we needed to learn from liberation theology without selling our souls to it - or to make up our mind whether liberation theology or Scripture is more important for us.
I had put that set of questions alongside another that seemed to surface more insistently among our ordinands in 1990.  If Scripture has a bias to the poor, is there only bad news for the middle classes, for the suburbs, or is there a gospel for them?  A number of things I read drew attention to the bourgeois context of much of Scripture, which the liberation theology critique reflects - Proverbs and Daniel for instance, let alone Matthew and Romans.  Scripture, in other words, by no means universally regards belonging to the bourgeoisie as incompatible with faith: it seeks to help people to discover how to live for God as bourgeois believers.
Further, if Matthew does spiritualize Jesus’ concern with the poor in talking about being poor in spirit, nevertheless liberation theology may arbitrarily materialize and universalize that concern.  Jesus’ concern for Israel’s poor is not in itself merely a concern for the economically deprived, as is reflected in the fact that he never shows any concern for poor Gentiles, for the poor as such.  It is easy uncritically to identify what we mean by the poor with the poor of either Testament, where the word’s connotations seem to be significantly different.  Conversely, don’t the poor in Britain or the United States have at least as much of a problem with guilt, grief, emptiness, and inner loss as they do with material poverty?  That is how it has seemed when I have been involved with the inner city.  So the gospel for the inner city and for the suburbs isn’t so very different from what we always thought.
Then I came across an amazing article by one of the leading Latin American liberation theologians, Juan Luis Segundo, in which he described the failure of the liberation theology of the Gutiérrez kind.  It was, after all, a middle-class, university phenomenon, inspired by guilt (among other things), and never really reaching the poor it wanted to benefit.  Even the Mark II liberation theology of the base Christian communities, suggests Segundo, has achieved little more. J. L. Segundo, “The Shift within Latin American Theology,” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 52 (1985), pp. 17-29.
Finally there was the fall of Mrs Thatcher and its aftermath.  For a decade or so, much Christian political commitment has been anchored to the Labour Party.  When we got the Tories out, biblical justice could be implemented by the party that had biblical justice at its foundation.  
In fact, there has long been a question over whether a Labour Government could necessarily be any more committed to the poor than a Tory Government.  Its own base, the old working class, has divided into a blue-collar class that has made it and bought its council house, and an underclass that was never going to have enough clout to get its needs taken seriously.  Worse, that blue-collar class was in danger of going Tory as a result of climbing up the security-and-salary ladder.
December made clear how real this possible nightmare for Labour had become.  The polls suggested what Tory MPs had feared and hoped and Labour MPs simply feared, that while the electorate might be irredeemably anti-Thatcher, it was not irredeemably anti-Tory.
Christians along with others have to face the possibility that the two-party mould is indeed broken, not in favour of greater diversity but in favour of an effective one-party system moderated by oppositions, a situation with some parallels to that in Germany and the United States.  The question for Christians then is, do we want to keep our wagon hitched to the Socialist wagon, when that may never be a bandwagon again?  Are we content with the old left’s luxury of giving ourselves to pontificating on how we would solve the nation’s problems if we were given the chance, knowing we never will be?
Or are we interested in doing something?  Because there are signs that the people who will be doing things in Britain for the foreseeable future are the Tories.  And there are also signs that the old caring Toryism is not actually dead even though it has perforce been keeping its head below the parapet for a decade.  Which might imply that if the church wants to affect politics, what it needs to do is get stuck in to the Tory Party.  
Not what liberation theology might be expected to point to.  Except that liberation theology is practical theology, concerned with changing things, not just with talking.  Are we?
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