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Introduction

Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound 
wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of our-
selves. But, while joined by many bonds, which one precedes and 
brings forth the other is not easy to discern.

  —  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion

Th e future begins in the dream of what could and ought to be.
  —  Virgilio Elizondo, Th e Future Is Mestizo

Th e Fundamental Contradiction

Th e apostle Paul writes, “As many of you were baptized into Christ have 
clothed yourselves with Christ. Th ere is no longer Jew or Greek, there is 
no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are 
one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:27 –  28, NRSV). Today’s church, while recog-
nizing that questions of ethnic identity in the ancient world diff er greatly 
from modern conceptions of race, embraces Paul’s eschatological vision 
of a community in which distinctions of race, class, and gender are tran-
scended in Christ as a normative statement for understanding Christian 
identity. However, in the North American context, race consciousness 
plays a central role in the theological constructions of racially marginal-
ized and oppressed communities. Given Paul’s vision of God’s kingdom 
defi ned by the breakdown of all distinctions and relationships of domi-
nation  —  no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female  —  how do 
we make sense of ethnic particularity within the church’s theological 
formulations?

Th e tendency toward group inclusion/exclusion at the intersection 
of two or more cultures has persisted throughout human history. Cul-
tural identity, an intangible and fl uid reality, oft en solidifi es in response 
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to threats to the unifying identity of a group, stimulating the formation 
of values and practices that maintain the “purity” of the social grouping. 
Since classical antiquity color diff erence has been an established category 
for defi ning group identity, distinguishing “us” from “them.” Yet only in 
the modern period have these physiological diff erences been linked to 
certain moral and intellectual traits as part of a biologically distinct and 
inherited group identity. Shrouded in the taxonomical language of sci-
ence, the categories “Caucasoid,” “Negroid,” and “Mongoloid,” legitimated 
“real” (i.e., biological) diff erences between ethnic groups and established 
a hierarchy that valued the “white” European while devaluing and ob-
jectifying the dark-skinned “other” as demonstrated by the reluctance to 
sanction intermarriage.1 Over time slavery became almost synonymous 
with blackness as the practice of using physical traits to diff erentiate the 
conquerors from the conquered became an accepted and essential part of 
the cultural matrix. While the Christian church was oft en a willing ac-
complice in this history of domination and submission, many voices of 
resistance and transformation have arisen from within this tradition, such 
as those of Bartolomé de Las Casas during the Spanish conquest of the 
Americas and the church-led abolitionist movement in the antebellum 
United States. Despite the advances of the civil rights movement, we con-
tinue to live in an age of racial disparity. As a religious body that embraces 
the breakdown of all relationships of domination in God’s kingdom, the 
church must draw upon its own traditions of resistance to eff ectively 
counter racism.

In an eff ort to support the church’s critical self-examination, this book 
explores the biblical and religious dimensions of North American racism 
while highlighting examples of resistance within the Christian religious 
tradition. Th e Bible  —  a complex collection of documents from various 
sources refl ecting a multiplicity of social, historical, and cultural locations  
—  lends itself to many, oft en contradictory, interpretations. At no point in 
church history has this been more evident than in the antebellum United 
States when abolitionists in the North read and interpreted Galatians 3:1 –  
29 as a manifesto for human freedom while Southern theologians cited 
Paul’s letter to Philemon in defense of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. 
If political historians have interpreted the Civil War as the nation’s fi rst 
major constitutional crisis (arising from the fundamental contradiction 
of the three-fi ft hs compromise), then these confl icting interpretations 
of the Bible constitute the young nation’s enduring moral crisis. In 1852 
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Frederick Douglass exposed the nation’s religious hypocrisy in his Fourth 
of July address:

Americans! your republican politics, not less than your republican reli-
gion, are fl agrantly inconsistent. You boast of your love of liberty, your 
superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the whole politi-
cal power of the nation (as embodied in the two great political parties), 
is solemnly pledged to support and perpetuate the enslavement of three 
million of your countrymen. . . . 

Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsis-
tencies. Th e existence of slavery in this country brands your republican-
ism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretence, and your Christianity 
as a lie.2

Th is uniquely American moral crisis remains conspicuous in world his-
tory because it arose in a nation and culture committed to the idea of 
human equality, a belief emanating both from the egalitarian ethos of the 
Christian doctrine of justifi cation (with Christ on the cross establishing 
a new community in which all who are in Christ are equal before God) 
and from the Enlightenment belief in universal human rights grounded 
in natural law (in tacit rejection of biblical and ecclesial authority). Ulti-
mately, this contradiction became manifest in both the public and private 
spheres as bitter armed confl ict was preceded and even precipitated by 
religious schism over the issue of slavery. Long before the fi rst shot was 
fi red at Manassas, all the major American Protestant denominations had 
split into Northern and Southern communions  —  the Methodists in 1844, 
the Baptists in 1845, and the Presbyterians in 18573  —  foreshadowing the 
political divide that eventually threatened to destroy the nation.

Nevertheless, social historians have seldom analyzed the problematic of 
race from a primarily theological perspective. Within academic discourse 
there exists a consensus opinion that the Industrial Revolution and the 
growth of capitalism are directly responsible for the rise of American rac-
ist thought;4 however, recent scholarship challenges this prevailing thesis. 
Historian James H. Sweet argues that the identifi cation of blackness with 
servitude characteristic of American racism was part of the western Eu-
ropean cultural matrix long before the discovery of the New World and 
the rise of the Atlantic slave trade.5 Medieval and premodern prejudices 
traceable to Jewish, Christian, and Muslim attitudes about ethnic and 
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religious otherness gave rise to the notion of European cultural superior-
ity that eventually manifested itself as racial prejudice based on skin color. 
At some point in each of their histories, all three Abrahamic faiths have 
espoused the view that sub-Saharan Africans were culturally inferior and 
therefore naturally suited for slavery, yet few studies have explicitly exam-
ined how the confessional commitments of these faith traditions might 
contribute to  —  or counter  —  a racist worldview. Th is project undertakes a 
critical examination of explicitly theological perspectives for understand-
ing and transforming North American racism. Employing a method that 
is both confessional and public  —  grounded in the distinctively Christian 
discourse of the faith community while actively conversing with a plural-
ity of critical perspectives in civil society  —  I examine racialized readings 
of the Bible not only to highlight the church’s role in perpetuating racist 
social structures but also to articulate a Christian response to the problem 
of racism that draws upon the U.S. Latino/a6 experience of mestizaje. In 
this book I articulate a transcultural theology of human liberation by in-
terjecting the insights of Latino/a theology into the ongoing conversation 
on race in the public arena by off ering the metaphor of mestizaje, or mu-
tual cultural exchange, as a challenge to the church that it recognize the 
eff ects of racial and ethnic particularity in all theological construction.

Toward a Th eological Response

Th eological anthropology  —  the Christian understanding of what it means 
to be human in light of our relationship to the Creator  —  is central to any 
discussion of the church’s response to the problematic of race. A Christian 
doctrine of humanity draws upon various aspects of traditional church 
teaching  —  especially the doctrines of Creation, Christ, and the Trinity  
—  in order to present an understanding of humankind grounded in the 
knowledge of God. Still, the depth and breadth of human sin call into 
question the very possibility of reliable knowledge of God as evidenced 
by Christianity’s troubled relationship with such dehumanizing institu-
tions as slavery and apartheid. Th e second half of this book presents a 
creative reconstruction of traditional doctrines through the lens of U.S. 
Latino/a experience in order to advocate a theological anthropology that 
transforms and transcends a cultural heritage tainted by the sin of racism. 
First, however, it is important to provide a theological analysis of racism 
that honestly confronts the church’s responsibility in perpetuating racist 
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structures yet also identifi es a methodological direction for liberating 
Christian doctrine from theological racism.

Christian identity is formed at the nexus of many, oft en competing, re-
lationships incorporating (but not limited to) ethnic, gender, economic, 
biological, linguistic, moral, and religious factors. Consequently, it is vital 
for theology to adequately understand the complex interaction between 
Christianity and culture and account for the role of cultural factors in 
theological construction. At stake is an understanding of God’s revelation 
in the world  —  does revelation transcend culture, or is revelation a cultural 
phenomenon? Th e problem with the former view is that when revelation 
is understood as independent of culture, it can quickly become irrelevant 
to culture, while the problem with the latter view is that when revelation 
is equated with culture, it becomes impossible to off er divine judgment 
upon the sins of a culture. H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic text, Christ and 
Culture (1951), establishes fi ve paradigms for understanding Christ’s rela-
tionship to culture: Christ against culture, Christ of culture, Christ above 
culture, Christ and culture in paradox, and Christ as the transformer of 
culture.7 Niebuhr accepts the historical and cultural particularity of all 
theological narratives yet makes room for God’s transcendent and trans-
formative Word in the world. His fi ft h paradigm, Christ transforming cul-
ture, provides an attractive option for political theologies advocating for a 
more just society.

If racism is a product of cultural factors, and particular theological 
traditions are necessarily part of the cultural matrix that generates rac-
ism, to what extent do deep theological commitments foster or resist rac-
ist worldviews? While at certain times in its history the Christian church 
has perpetuated racist attitudes and practices, Christian theology is not 
intrinsically racist; the thesis here developed is that Christian doctrines 
remain open to interpretation and can be manipulated for good or evil. 
Recognizing both the temporal and the spiritual realities embodied in the 
church, Christian theology acknowledges the sinfulness of the faith com-
munity without abandoning its core salvifi c message. Accordingly, the role 
of the contemporary theologian parallels that of the prophets of ancient 
Israel, men and women who arose within the faith community, exhort-
ing it to remain faithful to its true identity while proclaiming God’s judg-
ment upon the community’s disobedience. Ultimately, Christian identity 
is inseparable from Christian community, for it is only as ecclesia that the 
Christian life is properly understood. Th us, tradition and canon become 
crucial concepts for a Christian understanding of what it means to be 
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human  —  especially when unraveling the place of racial/ethnic particu-
larity in the divine providence  —  for it is in the context of the historical 
church that God has chosen to reveal God’s self.

Canon has both formative and normative functions because it involves 
a continual exchange between the individual and the communal spheres 
circumscribed by an explicit catalog of authoritative texts, narratives, and 
practices. While a tradition’s canon is in great part constitutive of that 
tradition, it is to some degree contestable given the diversity of interpre-
tations within any single tradition. Th is investigation defi nes canon as a 
“core” set of beliefs and practices that preserve the historical continuity of 
a given tradition yet remain fl uid enough to allow for change. Since mere 
repetition proves inadequate as a tradition encounters new situations, the-
ology is an inherently hermeneutical undertaking that continually “makes 
sense” of the world in a narrative relation to its “original” story. Accord-
ingly, theological interpretation always takes place within a specifi c tradi-
tion and in a particular social location involving a process of participation 
and distanciation.8 Given that no neutral standpoint exists from which to 
extricate oneself from one’s own tradition, it becomes necessary to view 
tradition in general as a highly contextualized social praxis. Believers af-
fi rm their identity as members of a particular tradition by active partic-
ipation in the life of that community of faith and reform this tradition 
by distancing themselves  —  through intersubjective discourse with other 
members of one’s faith community (both past and present)  —  from those 
aspects of the tradition they fi nd objectionable. For this reason, the theo-
logical anthropology proposed here respects the role of collective identity 
and cultural inheritance on the formation of personal identity yet affi  rms 
the role of dissension in reforming religious traditions by defending indi-
vidual freedom over against authoritarian collective forces.

Th e present work originates within the theological self-refl ection of the 
U.S. Latino/a community of faith but also incorporates external critical 
perspectives, embodying a model of theological reasoning that presup-
poses cooperation and coordination between conversation partners who 
do not necessarily share the same interpretive framework as a safeguard 
against every culture’s tendency to create a false idol out of its particu-
larity. While U.S. Latino/a theology recognizes that its particular cultural 
perspective provides valuable insights and interpretations of the Chris-
tian tradition, Latino/a theologians also honor the traditional sources of 
Christian theology (Scripture, Tradition, Reason, and Experience). Ac-
cordingly, there is a methodological concern about the role of culture in 
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defi ning Christian theological identity. Great care must be taken so that 
no single cultural perspective defi nes the tradition and so that our theo-
logical constructions do not favor one particular group or culture over 
others. In the words of the apostle Paul, “We have this treasure in clay 
jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to 
God and does not come from us” (2 Cor. 4:7, NRSV).

Every theology must unravel the relationship of Christ to culture. Th e 
word culture has many connotations, but I choose to employ the terms 
culture and cultural to refer to those attitudes, ideas, languages, practices, 
and institutions that diff erentiate specifi c populations from one another 
while recognizing that the very factors that constitute cultural identity are 
socially constructed and continually negotiated. Th eology cannot reduce 
Christianity to culture without accepting Feuerbach’s reductionist critique 
that Christian theology is really anthropology, but neither can it embrace 
what Bonhoeff er has termed “revelational positivism.” From a classical 
Reformed theological perspective, theological statements are possible be-
cause God reveals God’s self.9 More to the point, God is both the content 
of that revelation and the only means by which humans can know this 
content. Christian theology, because of this unyielding commitment to 
Scripture as its norma normans, is oft en judged by its critics to be bla-
tantly foundational. However, theologies whose experiences and explana-
tory narratives are never subjected to external criticism weave elaborate 
discourses that are little more than idioglossia  —  private languages. With-
out undermining the normative function of Scripture this investigation 
accepts as axiomatic that revelation is always mediated through culture. 
Christocentric and Trinitarian in orientation, the constructive theology 
articulated herein affi  rms the particularity of God’s self-revelation in Jesus 
of Nazareth through the power of the Holy Spirit in order to argue that 
the act of revelation always takes place in concrete historical situations by 
means of particular cultural symbols. Even though knowledge of God be-
gins with God’s self-revelation, all attempts to understand this divine act 
are themselves human acts of interpretation and by defi nition culturally 
specifi c.

Because theological discourse is human language about God, it cannot 
limit God’s freedom, so God’s self-revelation always remains mystery. Ac-
cordingly, theological language is not the language of absolute certainty 
but that of faithful and humble acknowledgment. Recalling Anselm’s clas-
sical formulation, “faith seeking understanding,” theology is the search 
for a deeper understanding of the subjective (individual and collective) 
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religious experience. Th erefore, as the human search for knowledge of 
God, theology cannot have the “last word” on God but must propose 
answers to the questions of faith that are always provisional. Such open-
endedness does not eliminate the possibility of certainty in the church’s 
teaching, but rather than equating theological assurance with Cartesian 
epistemological certainty, this conception of theology locates dogmatic 
certainty in the obedient act of continual self-criticism in light of the 
Word of God.

Th e task of theology remains abundantly clear: theology serves the 
church by informing and correcting its proclamation of the Word of God 
in an ever-changing world. Given that God’s self-revelation is known only 
indirectly  —  that is, always mediated by Scripture and the church’s procla-
mation  —  great care must be taken not to equate the church’s teaching with 
the Word of God. Still, it is possible to affi  rm the unequivocal authority of 
Scripture over tradition while recognizing that Scripture, like church doc-
trine, is the Word of God only by an act of God. Scripture bears witness 
to God’s self-revelation, but this does not warrant a direct identifi cation of 
the Bible with revelation, since Scripture’s authority over the church rests 
not in itself but in the One to whom it bears witness by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Th e only unquestionable foundation for Christian theologi-
cal refl ection is the living Lord Jesus Christ, who as the incarnate Word 
of God is himself the truth of the Gospel. However, naming Jesus Christ 
as its absolute norm does not relieve Christian theology of the diffi  cult 
task of articulating what this norm is or how it is to be applied. While the 
norm of faith is outside us (extra nos), God chooses to speak through hu-
man words (Scripture, tradition, confessional statements, etc.); therefore, 
systematic theology is burdened with the awesome task of instructing the 
church. Church teaching is a human word that serves the divine Word, so 
from a human perspective there is no guarantee that church doctrine will 
not slip into error and disobedience. Th eological proclamation is always 
uncertain action. Only insofar as the church continues to listen faithfully 
to the living Word by always remaining open to the possibility that it has 
misheard the Word is it able to proclaim and teach faithfully.10

Th e church’s dogmatic theology functions as both gateway and barrier, 
though authentic church theology never instructs by force. Rather, by lis-
tening to the Word of God and constantly reminding the church of the 
revelation attested in Scripture, it calls the church to faithfulness. While 
its content is grounded in the biblical witness, accepting the Scriptures as 
God’s command, theology remains free to take up questions and concerns 
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not directly addressed by the biblical witness (though always with an eye 
toward Scripture). Recalling the four-part description of ecclesia in the 
Nicene Creed (“We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic church”), 
the church is “one” although visibly and lamentably divided because it ac-
knowledges Christ as its only Lord; “holy” when the church adopts the 
proper humility by doing penance before God for its sins and praying for 
a new and better hearing of the Word by the power of the Holy Spirit; 
“catholic” in the sense that particular theologies serve the whole Christian 
church and ought to listen to diff erent perspectives, even those labeled 
heretical; and “apostolic” insofar as its teaching is in part determined 
by the faith of the ecumenical councils and creeds. Finally, dogmatics 
is called to be contemporary and contextual in that it must address the 
struggles and suff erings of the church in the world today.

Th e critical question that systematic theology in every generation needs 
to answer is whether as a human word it truly serves the divine Word or 
is governed by lesser cultural, historical, and political idols. God’s promise 
to the church is that God will speak in the preaching and proclamation of 
the church. Unless the church wants to disown this promise, it must ac-
cept its role as the teaching church in such a way that it does not elevate 
the human word alongside, or in place of, the Word of God. To this end, 
dogmatics must continually listen to the Word of God, which requires a 
particular attitude where the church teaches with authority yet respects 
the limits of its authority. Th e reality of a divided church confi rms that  
—  in spite of shared sources and norms  —  inherited cultural frameworks 
indelibly shape theological traditions. Th erefore, recognizing the existing 
plurality of perspectives within the church remains a necessary theologi-
cal task.

Th e present-day eruption of theological pluralism is linked to the dra-
matic emergence across the globe of local theologies resisting the he-
gemony of Western academic and ecclesial norms. By “Western” theology 
I mean the dominant theological traditions of Europe and North America 
that have, until recently, defi ned doctrine and practice for world Christi-
anity, as contrasted to the emergent theologies of Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America as well as marginalized voices within Europe and North America. 
Th is movement toward contextual and local theologies is characterized by 
the realization that particular experiences, contexts, and traditions play 
a vital role in theological construction.11 Accordingly, contextual theolo-
gies like U.S. Latino/a theology undertake the tasks of theology aware that 
the Christian tradition is not singular. Rather, constructive and systematic 
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theology is expected to provide an ordered account of Christian belief 
and practice from a particular location while engaging in critical dialogue 
with the diachronic and synchronic plurality called “church.” By viewing 
the history of Christianity as a series of local theologies grounded in the 
historical “Christ event” that all communities self-identifi ed as “Christian” 
purport to proclaim and embody (while also acknowledging that no sin-
gle tradition is the privileged interpreter of this Christ event), contextual 
approaches also affi  rm a set of loci communes (common places) identifi -
able as the Christian tradition  —  even when these are expressed symboli-
cally and culturally in diverse ways.

Accordingly, a method more faithful to the diversity found within the 
Christian tradition is one that lives with dissensus while working toward 
theological convergence. When theology adopts this mind-set, particular 
confessional and cultural traditions are no longer viewed as mutually ex-
clusive but can become mutually corrective. Recognizing that these inher-
ited cultural frameworks encompass all aspects of human life  —  not just 
the religious sphere  —  demands an approach that enables us to critique our 
traditions while standing inside them. As human beings, we are neither 
determined selves nor autonomous isolated egos, but always exist as a self 
in community; given the understanding of canon previously articulated, 
this understanding of religious community includes our predecessors, our 
contemporaries, and our successors. Since God is a living subject, who 
approaches us in the midst of our particularity, it is methodologically im-
portant that we listen to how the “other” has encountered the living Word. 
Not because God is many  —  for God is one even in God’s triunity  —  but 
because of the simple fact that all our conversations about God run the 
risk of becoming internal monologues. By conversing with the plurality 
that is the Christian tradition, past and present, while also engaging ex-
ternal (non-Christian) critical discourses, we are rescued from solipsism 
and provincialism, and can perhaps avoid dogmatically rejecting or deny-
ing potential avenues of God’s revelation. Adopting an intentionally inclu-
sive methodology allows theologians to recognize cultural distortions of 
God’s self-revelation while at the same time affi  rming that every cultural 
manifestation of the Gospel is a potential vessel of God’s self-revelation. 
Th e goal is an ecumenical theology respectful of the diff erences within 
catholic Christianity in which genuine conversation and mutual exchange 
are demanded.

Th is commitment to mutually benefi cial exchange transcends particu-
larity and helps illuminate the cross-cultural permeability linking confes-
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sional traditions with their surrounding cultural milieu. Th e implications 
for a theological analysis of racism stemming from this view of the rela-
tionship of theology to culture are profound. First, by understanding the-
ology as culturally mediated yet distinguishable from culture, it becomes 
possible to analyze racist theological interpretations without dismissing 
an entire tradition. Second, by recognizing that multiple and overlapping 
spheres of human experience are constitutive of culture  —  the religious, 
moral, racial/ethnic, and so forth  —  it encourages genuine pluralism by 
welcoming previously silenced or marginalized perspectives to the inter-
disciplinary conversation without privileging any one narrative for the 
very reason that no one perspective is capable of representing reality in 
its fullness. Because cultural/ethnic identity is intertwined with religious/
theological identity, a comprehensive academic study of race and racism 
in the United States ought to include insights from Christian theological 
anthropology.

Th eology in the Public Arena

Th ere is no universally accepted Christian confessional statement that 
confronts the problem of racism by affi  rming the full humanity of all per-
sons as imago Dei regardless of national origin or diff erences in physical 
appearance. While all the major Christian denominations in the United 
States have adopted language and policies denouncing racism since the 
advent of the civil rights movement, Christian doctrines of humanity  —  in 
their analysis of the human condition  —  have largely ignored the role of 
racial prejudice in perpetuating sinful social conditions. In 1985 the Kairos 
document  —  a theological statement issued by an anonymous group of 
primarily black theologians in South Africa  —  challenged that nation’s 
churches to oppose the vicious policies of the apartheid state.12 While this 
document is generally considered too controversial to serve as an ecu-
menical confessional statement on human diff erentiation, ethnic confl ict, 
and racial reconciliation, it does serve as a historical guidepost for future 
Christian political engagement of  —  and theological refl ection on  —  the 
challenges of global racial disparity. Arguably an instance of a status con-
fessionis for the whole Christian church,13 the Kairos document serves as a 
prime example of a local and contextual theology that informs and illumi-
nates our understanding of the Word of God across contexts and cultures. 
As a Christian, biblical, and theological analysis of the political crisis in 



12 Introduction

South Africa in the mid-1980s, the document condemns political domi-
nation and oppression on the basis of race, gender, and/or socioeconomic 
status and calls for all Christians to choose sides against oppression in 
the historical struggle for liberation because God “works vindication and 
justice for all who are oppressed” (Ps. 103:6, NRSV).

Fully aware that explicitly theological reasoning can sometimes stifl e  
—  even end  —  political debate, this theological exploration of the problem 
of racism engages both the Christian community and the broader civil so-
ciety in the hope that theological analysis can foster and nurture genuine 
conversation.14 While a comprehensive history of racism in North Amer-
ica lies beyond the scope of this investigation, an exploration of the his-
torical development of racial discourse demonstrates how contemporary 
contextual theologies have come to affi  rm both ethnic/cultural particu-
larity and the universality of the Gospel while empowering marginalized 
faith communities to resist political and cultural domination. However, 
before North American Christianity can confront its own racial kairos 
situation, the church must overcome the widespread fallacy  —  especially 
in the United States, with its constitutional separation of church and state  
—  that “political theology” is the bringing together of two incompatible 
realities.

Embodying an alternative model of theology  —  one that openly ex-
presses its deepest theological commitments, remains respectful of plural-
ist concerns, and rejects coercion as a means of aff ecting political change 
in a democratic society  —  this work addresses the religious-secular divide 
that characterizes much contemporary public discourse. One response 
to the marginalization of theology in the public arena is to produce the-
ologies that intentionally incorporate critical perspectives external to 
the Christian tradition but do so by surrendering that which is uniquely 
“Christian” about their discourse.15 Critical theories, while having a place 
in theological refl ection, are not the primary discourse of faith communi-
ties. Th erefore, a more eff ective means of transforming a faith commu-
nity’s praxis  —  or of understanding that community’s distinct contribution 
to the social well-being  —  begins with an appreciation of that community’s 
deep doctrinal commitments.16 Th is particular task of theology  —  diff eren-
tiating specifi cally Christian doctrine from other sociopolitical discourses  
—  may inevitably increase the Christian community’s isolation from the 
public discourse. Still, in a free and democratic society, theologians have 
a responsibility to make the faith community’s deepest commitments in-
telligible to outsiders as honestly and authentically as possible, as well as 
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the freedom to engage in political debate from an openly confessional 
stance.17 Th us, while the theologian utilizes diverse theories of explana-
tion in conversing with those who do not share the same confessional 
commitments, his or her unique contribution to the public discourse is to 
off er critical analysis of social issues informed by the rich resources of his 
or her own distinct tradition.

In Remembering Esperanza, Mark Taylor develops critical guidelines 
for doing theology in the contemporary North American context by rec-
ognizing a threefold tension among tradition, pluralism, and liberation 
as constitutive of theological content.18 By refusing to limit theology to 
a single starting point and instead suggesting that contemporary theolo-
gians are entangled in a threefold tension of equally compelling demands, 
Taylor develops a “thick” description of the North American context.19 
Th is description recognizes “three demands that we oft en wish to respect 
simultaneously: to acknowledge some sense of tradition, to celebrate plu-
rality, and to resist domination. As compelling as each of these demands 
seems to be, pursuing any one of them makes highly problematic the re-
alization of the other two.”20 A singular focus on tradition results in a cul-
turally irrelevant and myopic theology; a singular attention to plurality 
can result in political impotence (when all perspectives are equally valid, 
how does one resist injustice?). Furthermore, the postmodern emphasis 
on pluralism without tradition only recognizes those aspects of tradition 
that perpetuate political domination without acknowledging how tradi-
tion can also create an appreciation of diff erence that provides vital re-
sources for political resistance. Finally, focusing on liberation alone (to 
the exclusion of tradition and pluralism) can result in a failed struggle 
against oppression, since a sense of tradition nurtures and sustains libera-
tion struggles over time, and a healthy sense of pluralism prevents the di-
visiveness that so oft en destroys resistance movements. Taylor’s program, 
with its concerted eff ort to retain some sense of tradition, to develop a 
healthy pluralism, and to empower the community of faith to resist domi-
nation, has much in common with the inclusive vision of U.S. Latino/a 
theologies. It also provides analytical tools for evaluating the public char-
acter of theology. Unfortunately, the suspicion within the academy that a 
theologian committed to the doctrinal claims of his or her faith is inca-
pable of the same degree of objectivity as “secular” scholars impedes the 
eff ectiveness of “public” theologies. Th is characterization of the confes-
sional theologian as “partisan” over against the academic as “nonpartisan” 
hampers genuine interdisciplinarity by granting epistemic privilege to one 
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type of rationality over another. It also illustrates how theology’s perspec-
tive is not always welcome in the academy, even when theology enters 
public discourse committed to making its confessional claims intelligible 
to all conversation partners on the basis of shared rational criteria.

During the period of modernity, an era most oft en identifi ed with Des-
cartes’s search for self-evident and universal epistemological foundations, 
the natural sciences were elevated to a position of epistemic privilege and 
theology marginalized to the realm of the private and personal. Th e post-
modern moment, by rejecting totalizing metanarratives and emphasizing 
the contextualization of all human knowledge, allows theology to reenter 
the interdisciplinary conversation. I claim a public voice for confessional 
theology by emphasizing interdisciplinary conversation as the means of 
achieving authentic pluralism. Such discourse does not demand that in-
terlocutors share the same assumptions but only that they intentionally 
develop ways to talk with one another by emphasizing shared experi-
ences. Given that Christian and cultural commitments overlap and oft en 
merge, theology cultivates the proper relation between participation and 
distanciation in order to maintain the cultural relevance of its message 
while at the same time affi  rming its particularity. As a theology of lib-
eration this work employs a “hermeneutics of suspicion” that questions 
and challenges received theological traditions and cultural frameworks 
of interpretation in order to show how unconscious motivations, socio-
economic interests, political ideologies, and cultural biases shape all in-
terpretations of history, science, philosophy, and theology. While recog-
nizing that a theologian’s role is oft en prophetic  —  exposing a particular 
tradition’s sins or calling the community toward a “new” understanding 
of itself  —  the confessional theologian nevertheless acts from a deep sense 
of commitment to and respect for the tradition. In other words, prophetic 
theology faces a two-tiered challenge: (1) to critique and transform the 
tradition while speaking within the community of faith, and (2) to defend 
the tradition’s ideas as eff ectively as possible  —  by means of shared ratio-
nality  —  when speaking outside the community. Th erefore, what the con-
temporary situation demands is a “hermeneutics of trust” to accompany 
our hermeneutics of suspicion. Such an approach does not alienate the 
faith community by imposing external ideas upon it, but undertakes the 
diffi  cult task of reconstruction by reclaiming the tradition’s own resources 
in order to address new situations and contexts. In other words  —  in spite 
of all our cultural and confessional diff erences  —  it is important to iden-
tify shared loci communes that distinguish particular local traditions as 
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belonging to the broad Christian tradition. For example, while mestizaje 
is an integral part of my personal Christian experience, I contend that the 
reality of mestizaje (understood as mutual exchange between two or more 
cultures) has always been a vital part of the Christian tradition (though 
not always identifi ed by that name). All of us inhabit multiple communi-
ties and begin life with a cultural inheritance informed by many sources. 
Not surprisingly, as a theologian shaped by both the Reformed/Calvin-
ist tradition and Latin American liberation theology, I intentionally bring 
both perspectives together in theological refl ection. Th us, what follows is 
an analysis and creative reconstruction of Christian doctrines shaped as 
much by John Calvin and Karl Barth as by Gustavo Gutiérrez and Virgilio 
Elizondo.

Interjecting a Mestizo Perspective

In recent years the place of religion in the public arena has been greatly 
debated, whether in reaction to U.S. president George W. Bush’s “faith-
based initiatives” approach to social problems or in the aft ermath of the 
religiously motivated terrorist attack on September 11, 2001. However, 
a quick survey of post-9/11 academic literature on the subject gives the 
mistaken impression that religious fundamentalism  —  whether militant 
Islamists or the U.S. “Christian Right”  —  has a chokehold on religion in 
the public arena,21 as popular news media coverage singles out best-
selling author Jim Wallis as the lone voice for progressive Christianity 
in the United States.22 Th is book introduces the insights of U.S. Latino/a 
theology into the ongoing conversation on religion in the public arena, 
optimistic that the metaphor of mestizaje  —  despite its ethnocentric and 
nationalist undertones  —  can contribute to a transcultural theology of hu-
man liberation. Th is refreshing optimism challenges Samuel Huntington, 
who identifi es Mexican immigration and what he terms “Hispanization”23 
as the greatest threat to American national identity and national security 
in the post-9/11 United States. I engage the discourse on race as a Protes-
tant Hispanic American by advocating a notion of cultural mestizaje that 
transcends ethnocentric categories and challenges the church to recog-
nize the eff ects of racial and ethnic particularity upon all theological con-
struction. In conversation with U.S. Latino/a theology, this investigation 
proposes a more inclusive conceptualization of mestizaje that moves be-
yond its Latino-specifi c usage. Focusing on the mutual exchange between 
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cultures allows us to employ the term as an interpretive tool for resist-
ing racism and transforming communities while critically evaluating past 
uses of mestizaje as a theological metaphor in light of the inclusive vision 
of community found in Galatians 3:27 –  28.

Interjecting the work of U.S. Latino/a theologians in the public dis-
course serves to break down the black-white dichotomy that has domi-
nated the conversation on race in North America. Given that the expe-
rience of living as a marginalized minority within a dominant major-
ity population frames the interpretive horizon of most Latino/as in the 
United States  —  specifi cally the experience of bilingualism and bicultural-
ism arising from navigating two cultures while never fully belonging in 
either  —  U.S. Latino/a theologians seek to develop discourses that build 
bridges between diff erent cultures, languages, and perspectives. Accord-
ingly, mestizaje has become a central category for U.S. Latino/a theo-
logical refl ection. Th e terms mestizo and mestizaje refer to the process of 
cultural and biological mixing of Iberian and Amerindian peoples. Origi-
nally a denigrating label, mestizaje has been transformed and appropri-
ated by Latino/as as a term of self-identity and cultural pride. Th eologians 
employ the term broadly  —  as descriptive of “the U.S. Hispanic ethos that 
seeks inclusion of the other”24  —  emphasizing the possibility of dialogical 
and mutually enriching relationships at the intersection of two or more 
cultures. Th e challenge for Latino/a theology is to encourage and value 
cultural distinctness without denigrating other cultures or perpetuating 
exclusionary practices. Recognizing the limits of mestizaje as a transcul-
tural symbol of liberation, many U.S. Latino/a theologians continue to re-
interpret mestizaje so that it remains both a symbol of Christian hope and 
a paradigm of universal human liberation. Th e eschatological dimension 
of Christian thought (its “already-not yet” aspect) reminds the church 
that while it is renewed in the Spirit and called by God to live in inclusive 
community, where there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or 
female but all are one in Christ Jesus, our present reality is tainted by sin 
and relationships of domination persist. Th erefore, a genuinely Christian 
use of mestizaje must not only trust in the unseen hope of faith but also 
foster strategies for resisting and transforming relationships of domina-
tion here and now.

Today “race” is no longer considered a valid descriptive category in 
the natural sciences, yet race has been embraced by marginalized and op-
pressed groups as a necessary descriptive category for political discourse 
in order to resist white cultural and political dominance. Fully aware of 
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the temptation every community faces to make a false idol of its ethnic 
particularity, I nonetheless argue that the Christian church’s response to 
racism must embrace liberating aspects of the “race consciousness” move-
ment in its theological constructions. In my opinion, the work of His-
panic theologians in the United States  —  especially their creative use of the 
concept of mestizaje  —  provides a transcultural paradigm for resisting rac-
ism in our increasingly globalized society. Th e U.S. Latino/a experience of 
racism is that of being objectifi ed, categorized, and left  without a cultural 
identity. Constantly treated like an alien  —  even if born and raised in the 
United States  —  leaves one feeling emotionally isolated, politically impo-
tent, and vulnerable to economic exploitation. Latino/as seek to broaden 
the discourse on race to include the “browning” of America without min-
imizing the long, tragic history of enslavement and exploitation of blacks 
in this country in order to bring to light the similarities and shared strug-
gles of the subjugated other  —  whether that other is African American, 
Native American, Asian American, or Latino/a  —  within the dominant 
Euro-American culture.25 Th is discourse demands brutal honesty, chal-
lenging Latino/as to come to terms with their participation in and per-
petuation of racist structures. For example, we cannot deny the fact that it 
is possible for many light-skinned Hispanics to shed their cultural/ethnic 
identity in order to assimilate and succeed in U.S. society, an opportunity 
denied many African Americans solely because of the color of their skin, 
the texture of their hair, or the shape of their noses. Nor can Latino/as 
pretend they are immune from becoming racist by virtue of having ex-
perienced discrimination themselves. In my own Puerto Rico one fi nds a 
spectrum of racial types that include blanco (white), indio (dark skinned 
and straight haired), moreno (dark skinned with a mix of black and white 
features), negro (black or African American in appearance), and trigueño 
(wheat-colored), refl ecting both the biological diversity of our ancestry 
(mestizaje) and that part of our Spanish cultural heritage that elevates 
white/European traits, culture, and lineage to the detriment of all things 
African and Amerindian.

Th roughout this investigation mestizaje is understood in one of three 
ways: (1) the historical and biological reality of mixing between two or 
more human groups, (2) the complex interaction and mutual exchange 
between two or more cultures, and (3) a distinctly Christian theologi-
cal anthropology grounded in Christ’s own historical identity as “mes-
tizo” that advocates a liberating vision of human equality distinguished 
by active resistance to various forms of cultural, political, and religious 
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domination. U.S. Latino/a theology posits a communal notion of personal 
identity grounded in a complex web of social relationships and historical 
commitments that attempt to make sense of the cruel history of mestizaje. 
At the same time, Latino/a theologians seek to protect individual self-
determination over against the potential encroachment of tradition and 
culture. So while mestizaje is at its core the mixing of diff erent cultures, to 
identify oneself as mestizo in the way most Latino/a theologies employ the 
term entails something more than just being the off spring of parents from 
two diff erent cultures  —  it entails a spiritual conversion from the old way 
of viewing human relationships as relationships of domination to a new, 
Christ-centered vision of human relationships where “Th ere is no longer 
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or 
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28, NRSV).

Structure of the Book

Th e book is divided into two parts: the fi rst part focuses on theoretical 
and methodological questions raised by the problematic of race while 
the second part articulates a theological response to the problem of rac-
ism. Chapter 1, “Beyond Black and White: Understanding Race in North 
America,” traces the history of theological and scientifi c racism, then pres-
ents three race-conscious responses to the “persistent problem of race.”26 
In analyzing Western notions of race and identity I accept as axiomatic 
that race is a cultural construct inextricably linked to European colonial 
expansion, that race is not a valid descriptive category in the natural sci-
ences, and that race has been embraced by marginalized and oppressed 
groups as a necessary descriptive category for political resistance. Aft er 
a brief history of racist interpretations of biblical texts within Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam, the chapter examines the so-called curse of Ham 
(Gen. 9:18 –  27) and its role in the development of theological racism in 
the United States. To highlight scientifi c racism’s deep and long-lasting 
infl uence on popular beliefs about race, I trace the history and eventual 
rejection of scientifi c racism within academic discourse in addition to de-
tailing the recent resurgence of biological theories of race in the North 
American academic context. Because this persistence of racism in con-
temporary society has not yet allowed for the abandonment of race as a 
descriptive category, the chapter concludes with an analysis of three con-
temporary race-conscious responses to racism  —  Cornel West’s genealogy 
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of racism, critical race theory (arising out of critical legal studies), and the 
contributions of U.S. Latino/a theologians.

Chapter 2, “Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor,” defends 
mestizaje as a vital concept for fostering racial reconciliation by analyz-
ing the work of three Latino/a theologians in the United States, Virgilio 
Elizondo, Ada María Isasi-Díaz, and Luis G. Pedraja. First, the chapter fo-
cuses on the central role of mestizaje in the development of U.S. Latino/a 
theology. Th en it responds to the criticism that Latino/a theologies em-
brace essentialist notions of race (mestizaje is a concept most oft en as-
sociated with pan-Hispanic nationalist and ethnocentric movements) by 
arguing that Latino/as risk further “ghettoizing” politically marginalized 
minority populations when they appropriate mestizaje as both a religious 
and a nationalist symbol. My analysis of Elizondo’s theology exposes the 
primary risk in employing mestizaje as theological metaphor  —  namely, 
that by emphasizing the biological/historical understanding of mestizaje 
Latino/a theologies encourage identity-based politics that further con-
tribute to the marginalization of U.S. Latino/a perspectives by giving the 
false impression such theologies are unable to “break out” of a specifi cally 
Hispanic location. Finally, the work of theologians Ada María Isasi-Díaz 
and Luis G. Pedraja provides strong examples of how mestizaje has been 
transformed from a source of personal and group identity into a politi-
cally empowering model of religious social activism and dialogic encoun-
ter with the other.

Chapter 3, “Th e Public Relevance of Th eology,” confronts the primary 
crisis of spirituality within North American Christianity: the privatization 
of faith. Th e dominant view of religion in the United States marginalizes 
confessional perspectives in public discourse by limiting faith to the do-
main of private religious experience with little or no relevance in matters 
of policy. I articulate a Christian political theology informed by both the 
Calvinist Reformed tradition and Latin American liberation theology that 
is grounded in the community’s lived faith yet remains receptive to ex-
ternal critical voices by analyzing New Testament narratives in order to 
gain a deeper understanding of Jesus’ relationship with civil authorities, 
to discern Jesus’ teachings concerning slavery, and to describe his resis-
tance to the dominant political and religious authorities of his day. Th ese 
narratives then serve as prototypes for contemporary political action, in-
forming the development of a transcultural theology of human liberation 
that is public and confessional, spiritual and temporal, revolutionary and 
nonviolent.
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Th e second part of the book draws upon the insights of U.S. Latino/a 
theology in order to demonstrate the emancipatory potential of doctrine 
by reconstructing major Christian doctrines through the hermeneutical 
lens of mestizaje. Chapter 4, “Guadalupe: Imago Dei Reconsidered,” uti-
lizes Guadalupe  —  an instance of mestizaje oft en associated with Mexican 
nationalism  —  as a case study for the encounter between Christ and culture 
by defending the Guadalupe theophany as a valuable resource for a theol-
ogy of human liberation. As a Latino Protestant writing about the most 
recognized Latin American and U.S. Latino/a Catholic devotion, I trace 
Protestant discomfort with (and objections to) Guadalupan devotion to 
iconoclastic tendencies among sixteenth-century Protestant Reformers, as 
well as to the strict Christocentric understanding of divine revelation in 
the theology of John Calvin. Recovering resources within the Reformed 
theological heritage that allow Protestants like myself to approach Guada-
lupe as a vehicle of divine self-communication (i.e., a new cultural mani-
festation of the Gospel), I argue that some readings of the Guadalupan 
tradition are compatible with a Reformed Christocentric theology. Th e 
chapter ends with constructive proposals for reconstructing the doctrine 
of Creation by creatively incorporating Guadalupan insights that remind 
the ecumenical church that our identity as creatures made in the image of 
God necessarily includes the historically marginalized “other.”

Chapter 5, “Th e Mestizo Christ,” explores mestizaje as a Christological 
metaphor by allowing us to see how in Jesus of Nazareth God became 
incarnate as mestizo. Since Jesus  —  as a marginalized Galilean  —  identifi es 
with the racialized other, the church must affi  rm and actively struggle to 
preserve the full humanity of those marginalized and oppressed because 
of their race or ethnicity. Th e metaphor of mestizaje applied to the per-
son and work of Christ yields a Christology that focuses on the nature of 
Jesus’ relationships with his neighbors, his relationship to God, and his 
relationship to the dominant religious and civil authorities. Aft er an ex-
amination of classical Christology in which fi ve thematic loci are iden-
tifi ed as important for an emancipatory reconstruction of the doctrine 
of Christ, I defend an understanding of the person and work of Christ 
indivisible from his liberating praxis. Th e chapter concludes by arguing 
that mestizaje is not just a source of cultural and ethnic identity but also 
provides a strong theological argument for understanding the Christian 
life as the communally embodied continuation of Christ’s saving work in 
the world today.
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In an eff ort to see how humans are reconciled with one another, chap-
ter 6, “Th e Spirit of Community,” discusses the work of the Holy Spirit 
in founding and empowering the community of faith. Th e Holy Spirit is 
shown to empower humanity for the ministry of reconciliation, and our 
theological metaphor is enriched through the recognition that moral 
agency is a crucial dimension of mestizaje. Since traditional understand-
ings of justifi cation and sanctifi cation emphasize that the Christian life 
begins with a conversion experience made possible by the indwelling of 
the Holy Spirit, a liberationist understanding of Christian conversion as 
political solidarity is needed before the whole church can embrace mes-
tizaje as a model of liberative praxis. I then raise a question implied (but 
never adequately stated) in both chapter 4 (on the doctrine of Creation) 
and chapter 5 (on the person and work of Christ): Does the church com-
munity exclusively mediate reliable knowledge of God, or is reliable knowl-
edge of God available independent of the teachings of the one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic church? By focusing theological refl ection upon the work of 
the Holy Spirit, I seek to help the church embrace God’s presence in hu-
man cultures beyond the Christian community and thereby address the 
problems raised by the encounter with other world religions.

Th e conclusion, “Toward a Mestizo Church,” shows how the paradigm 
of mestizaje as descriptive of the work of the Holy Spirit yields concrete 
liberating practices that must be embodied by the Christian community. 
Broadly, these “marks” of a mestizo church include resistance to racism, 
sexism, and classism. Such a prophetic Christian community would em-
phasize a liberative reading of Scripture that empowers the church to en-
gage in positive social transformation while preserving a distinct cultural 
identity that does not denigrate or exclude other cultures. Part 2’s explora-
tion of doctrine as a source of liberating praxis presents Christian prac-
tices that might constitute “marks” of the mestizo church, including (1) 
engaging in political activism to resist racism grounded in a belief that 
the racially and ethnically “other” shares in the imago Dei, (2) continu-
ing Christ’s ministry of reconciliation by fully embodying the “way of the 
cross” as adversarial politics, (3) broadening our defi nition of spiritual 
community to recognize God’s liberating work wherever it occurs, and (4) 
working together with new manifestations of spiritual community located 
outside traditional understandings of ecclesia.

Arguing that dominant theological traditions can benefi t from an open 
and receptive encounter with diff erent, even apparently incompatible, per-
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spectives, I ultimately intend this investigation to contribute a deeper ap-
preciation within North American theology for the integral role of libera-
tion in the formation of Christian doctrine. Th is investigation undertakes 
a major task of theology, to preserve the diachronic and synchronic unity 
of the church in the face of pluralism by identifying those doctrines and 
practices without which a tradition cannot name itself Christian. In this 
continuing theological conversation, the task of marginalized perspectives 
is oft en to correct historical errors by emphasizing neglected or silenced 
aspects of doctrine  —  not to supplant one perspective with the other but 
to articulate a richer, more authentic comprehension of divine mystery. 
By reconstructing major Christian doctrines through the lens of mestizo 
experience, my goal is to enrich the Christian tradition by reminding the 
dominant theological perspective of long-neglected, important, and inte-
gral liberative themes essential to the biblical and doctrinal heritage of 
ecumenical Christianity through the ages.
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Th e Fundamental Contradiction
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Beyond Black and White
Understanding Race in North America

Two apparently inconsistent axioms shape this investigation’s 
conception of race: (1) there is only one human race, and (2) racial par-
ticularity remains a necessary aspect of political discourse. In North 
American public discourse race and racism are widely used terms open to 
a variety of interpretations and vulnerable to imprecision between techni-
cal and popular usage. Nevertheless, within academic discourse there is, 
despite the vagaries of language, some consensus as to their technical use: 
(1) the most common yet outdated usage of “race” refers to the existence 
of biologically distinct human subspecies (i.e., Negroid, Mongoloid, Cau-
casoid), a view now rejected by the disciplines of biology and anthropol-
ogy; (2) in contrast to this fi rst use, “race” is oft en used as a synonym for 
the entire human species, emphasizing the genetic unity of humankind 
in spite of somatic diff erences; (3) a third meaning of “race” is closer to 
the term ethnicity insofar as it is used as a synonym for a nation or ethnic 
group (Jewish, Irish, etc.); and (4) social scientists use race to identify a 
group of people who share a collective identity on the basis of physical 
markers (skin color, hair texture, facial features, etc.) and/or analogous 
social locations in their respective societies, even when belonging to dis-
tinct national or ethnic groups (black, Asian, white, Hispanic, etc.).1 By 
this schema, the concept of race does not refer to any singular identifying 
trait but encompasses such diverse factors as national origin, skin color, 
cultural traditions, and familial bloodlines. Accordingly, the term rac-
ism describes a broad range of negative or hostile attitudes by one social 
group toward another on the basis of these same factors.

By defi ning ethnocentrism as the almost universal human tendency 
to prefer members of one’s own social group, and racial prejudice as the 
irrational hatred toward members of another group (oft en on the basis 
of physical diff erences such as skin color), this investigation reserves the 
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term racism for a very particular set of attitudes and behaviors. Racism is 
distinguished by the systemic imposition of ethnocentrism or racial preju-
dice by one social group upon social structures and cultural practices that 
not only foster racial discrimination but also produce long-term racial 
disadvantage for another social group. By this defi nition, whenever one 
social group exercises political power over against another group with the 
intention of advancing its own political advantage and cultural domina-
tion while limiting the political, economic, and cultural opportunities of 
the other, we have an instance of racism. Historically, the oppressed group 
is oft en an ethnic minority within a larger population, but as evidenced 
by South Africa under apartheid, a minority population can dominate 
and oppress a majority population. A spectrum of social realities can be 
considered “racist” beyond the more obvious authoritarian racist regimes 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (e.g., slavery and Jim Crow laws 
in the United States, the genocidal ideology of Nazi Germany, and South 
African apartheid), given that a society not overtly structured to bene-
fi t one group over another can nonetheless perpetuate cultural attitudes 
and behaviors that lead to the racial disadvantage of others. At stake in 
this defi nition of racism is the oppressed social group’s access to political 
power and ability to positively transform its own socioeconomic reality, 
a crucial distinction when addressing theorists who claim that racism is 
a modern phenomenon linking European colonial expansion, the rise of 
capitalism, and the dominance of scientifi c rationalism to the creation of 
totalitarian racist states without accounting for the premodern, culturally 
embedded roots of modern racism.

By emphasizing the social power dynamics that constitute racism, I do 
not minimize the role of moral agency in perpetuating racism, but seek 
to highlight individual acts of irrational racial prejudice within a particu-
lar cultural and historical matrix. Th is defi nition allows for the possibility 
that the victims of racism can themselves institute racist structures and 
practices, countering those theorists who argue that, for example, in a 
white-dominated society only whites can be racist. Th e justifi cation for 
the latter is based upon the assumption that since racism is structural and 
institutional, since we live in a society defi ned by white cultural privilege, 
and since blacks do not have an equal share of institutional power, only 
whites can be racist (most of this literature speaks only in black-white po-
larities).2 Th is approach rightly emphasizes the institutional dimension of 
racism but posits a rather narrow view of power. For example, the ten-
dency within minority populations of color to create hierarchies in which 
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lighter skin is valued and darker skin stigmatized (“colorism”) might have 
arisen as a consequence of white European racism, but the fact that these 
tendencies have been internalized and perpetuated by the very victims 
of racism demonstrates that the oppressed are also capable of instituting 
practices of domination. Furthermore, this defi nition does not adequately 
account for racism in nonwhite societies. Take the tragic history of con-
quest and oppression of Koreans by the Japanese, grounded on the long-
held belief that Koreans are inherently diff erent from and inferior to the 
Japanese. To label this an “ethnic” confl ict over cultural diff erences as op-
posed to a “racist” confl ict on the assumption that both populations be-
long to the same “race” (i.e., they are both “Asian”) is to impose Western 
theoretical concepts on the situation. Finally, there is something imperial-
istic and paternalistic about any view of humanity that treats the victims 
of oppression as less than human by denying them the capacity to act as 
sinfully as their oppressors. We must resist the temptation to romanticize 
the victims of oppression as saintly on the basis of their social location, 
since to defi ne racism as solely institutional at the cost of individual moral 
agency or group self-determination is in itself an act of domination.

While the racial attitudes of the biblical world reveal an awareness of 
color diff erence that does not necessarily lead to the enslavement or op-
pression of other people, there is a long history of postbiblical interpreta-
tion within Judaism, Christianity, and Islam that rationalizes and justi-
fi es the subjugation of sub-Saharan Africans. In modern Euro-American 
racial discourse the so-called curse of Ham (Gen. 9:18 –  27) stands out as 
the chief example of racist misuses of the Bible, one with clear precursors 
in Talmudic, Patristic, and early Muslim exegesis. A brief survey of the 
history of interpretation of such racialized texts is warranted in order to 
better understand the racist contradiction embodied in antebellum Chris-
tianity in the United States. While Christian belief and practice have con-
tributed to the legitimization of racial stratifi cation, scientifi c racism has 
also exerted a deep and long-lasting infl uence on popular North Ameri-
can beliefs about race. Th erefore, this chapter traces the history and even-
tual rejection of scientifi c racism within academic discourse, highlighting 
the recent resurgence of biological theories of race in the North American 
academic context. While race is no longer considered a valid descriptive 
category in the natural sciences, it has been embraced by marginalized 
and oppressed groups as a necessary descriptive category for political dis-
course in order to resist white cultural and political dominance. Histori-
cally, racial descriptive categories were forced upon minority groups by 
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the dominant culture (“racialization”), yet these groups have appropriated 
and transformed such labels in their search for cultural identity and po-
litical liberation. To unilaterally abandon the language of race now that 
science has recognized the error of its ways is to ignore and minimize a 
long and painful history of oppression. Consequently, I contend that the 
Christian church’s response to racism ought to embrace liberating aspects 
of the “race consciousness” movement in its theological refl ection.

Th e Biblical Background

When did color prejudice enter the biblical exegetical tradition? Two 
landmark studies, Frank Snowden’s Blacks in Antiquity (1970) and Lloyd 
Th ompson’s Romans and Blacks (1989), evaluate the culture of Western 
classical antiquity and conclude the ancients were not racist in the modern 
sense of the term. Nevertheless, both studies acknowledge the presence 
of negative color prejudice and identify a cross-cultural tendency toward 
ethnocentrism. Still, the consensus among classical and biblical scholars 
is that most references to skin color and ethnicity in classical texts are 
examples of literary color symbolism not motivated by racial prejudice. 
Th is investigation contends there is evidence of an accumulative conse-
quence upon Western culture resulting from the continual use of negative 
color symbolism, which, while not originating in color prejudice, gave 
rise to racial prejudice and racism. Given that Christianity originated as 
a persecuted sect within the Roman Empire and became the offi  cial state 
religion, serious questions also need to be asked concerning the “rhetoric 
of empire” in the formation and spread of Christianity.3 If, indeed, the 
spread of Christianity in the West follows the general history of empire, 
theology faces the arduous task of unraveling how the rhetoric of em-
pire transformed the New Testament message and, more important (for 
the current investigation), how Christianity accepted and spread Greco-
Roman “ethno-political rhetorics” that contributed to the rise of modern 
racism.4

Th e Th eological Roots of Modern Racism

Both Snowden and Th ompson presume a defi nition of racism  —  as the 
creation and perpetuation of totalitarian structures by a dominant group 
to subjugate another group perceived as inferior  —  that leads them to con-
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clude classical antiquity was not racist. However, this defi nition of racism 
does not adequately account for the more subtle forces that shape cultural 
attitudes in order to create racial/ethnic stratifi cation without the overt 
use of political domination. In general, references to skin color in non-
Christian and early Christian Greco-Roman literature disclose a rhetori-
cal use of color symbolism in which black is negative/evil and white is 
positive/good, but such metaphors are not considered instances of color 
prejudice insofar as this anthropological phenomenon appears cross-
 culturally (even in some black African cultures).5 Nevertheless, Th ompson 
acknowledges antiblack sentiment  —  attributing it to an almost universal 
response to the unfamiliar other (“ethnocentrism”)  —  while Snowden doc-
uments the Greco-Roman aesthetic bias against both very dark and very 
light skin color that certainly contributed to classical attitudes about sub-
Saharan Africans.6

In the wake of Snowden’s research, the accepted consensus among 
classicists and biblical scholars states that color prejudice (as we know it 
today) did not exist in antiquity. I am troubled by the sweeping general-
ization that racism is a modern phenomenon because it fails to recognize 
those important aspects of classical aesthetic and moral norms equating 
beauty and goodness with whiteness that contributed to the formation of 
modern racist worldviews.7 It is worth noting that several of Snowden’s 
peers (Th ompson included) have critiqued his emphasis on positive por-
trayals of blacks in classical literature to the exclusion of more negative 
and grotesque representations.8 Regardless, Hellenistic culture left  its in-
delible mark on Judeo-Christian theological traditions. Biblical and post-
biblical perceptions of blacks by Jews, Christians, and Muslims illumi-
nate the cross-cultural permeability of confessional traditions with their 
surrounding culture and provide a baseline comparison for deciphering 
the various “rhetorics” of empire that have interacted with the biblical 
tradition. Images of black Africans in the Hebrew Bible correspond to 
Snowden’s evaluation of ancient Greco-Roman attitudes. In other words, 
there is no historical evidence of negative color prejudice in the Bible. 
Based on the limited textual evidence, the ancient Israelite perception of 
black-skinned Africans (specifi cally references to “Kushites” in the He-
brew Bible, “Ethiopians” in the LXX) can be cataloged under three dis-
tinct categories: (1) a proverb about skin color that does not reveal any 
negative sentiment toward black skin but merely refers to skin color as 
a metaphor for that which is unchangeable (Jer. 13:23), (2) statements 
about specifi c Kushites (Num. 12:1; Jer. 38:7 –  13; Jer. 36:14; Zeph. 1:1; Ps. 
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7:1), none of which reveal an attitude of color prejudice or other nega-
tive sentiment based on ethnicity, and (3) a passage in Isaiah (18:1 –  2, 7) 
that describes the land of Kush and its people in positive terms.9 Ironi-
cally, the Hebrew text most oft en associated with biblical justifi cations of 
racism, Genesis 9:18 –  27, contains no reference to ethnicity or skin color, 
pointing to a postbiblical origin for the interpretive tradition that viewed 
the curse of Ham etiologically as the rationalization for the enslavement 
of sub- Saharan Africans.

Analysis of postbiblical Jewish and Jewish-Hellenistic sources also re-
veals a lack of negative evaluations of black Africans. Rabbinic and tar-
gumic literature preserves the biblical image of Kush as the “land at the 
farthest southern reach of the earth” becoming the basis “for various ex-
pressions denoting geographic extremes, just as in classical writings.”10 
Th us, within the Judaism of late antiquity, the idea that Ethiopia was lit-
erally the end of the earth “gave rise to two contradictory images of the 
people who lived there: they are pious, unsullied by civilization; and they 
are barbaric, unenlightened by civilization.”11 In other words, while post-
biblical Jewish literature does reveal some negative attitudes toward Kush-
ites, they are not based on skin color but refl ect a general Mediterranean 
attitude toward all barbarian cultures, or merely echo the negative color 
symbolism present within all ancient literature (Greco-Roman and Near 
Eastern).

Not surprisingly, early Christian literature  —  both New Testament and 
Patristic writings  —  refl ects the same cultural norms of aesthetic beauty 
and perpetuate the same ethnocentric tendency toward one’s own social 
grouping as the rest of ancient Mediterranean culture. Th e most infl uen-
tial early Christian interpreter of “blackness” in the Bible was Origen. He 
interpreted Song of Songs 1:5 (“I am black but beautiful”) allegorically, 
employing the common metaphor of darkness as sin. Origen’s identifi ca-
tion of the maiden speaking in verse 5 as an Ethiopian, and his use of this 
and other biblical Ethiopians as symbols for those still in sin and outside 
God’s covenant (i.e., unbaptized Gentiles), became widely accepted, thus 
establishing the pattern for all future Christian exegesis.12 Th e church 
fathers from Origen to the sixth century “saw the biblical Ethiopian as 
a metaphor to signify any person who, not having received a Christian 
baptism, is black in spirit and without light.”13 While not a completely 
negative valuation  —  insofar as “unbaptized” implies there is still hope of 
salvation in Christ  —  the fact remains that Origen and other church fa-
thers equated “Ethiopia” and black skin with a spiritually unregenerate 
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state, even extending the metaphor to the point that salvation becomes 
linked with whiteness.14 Th e church fathers allegorized biblical references 
to Ethiopians (in the LXX and New Testament) as symbols for sin, going 
so far as to depict devils as black Ethiopians; nevertheless, historians still 
view them as inheritors of the classical literary tradition that employed 
black-white color symbolism to represent good and evil instead of as 
proto-racists.

So when did color prejudice enter the biblical exegetical tradition? 
Postbiblical Jewish exegesis had a strong infl uence on Christian and Is-
lamic exegetical traditions, yet it is disingenuous to conclude that Western 
color prejudice and racism originated in Jewish literature. Th e evidence is 
inconclusive as to whether or not Rabbinic interpretation infl uenced Ori-
gen’s reading of Song of Songs or was itself a reaction to Origen. Th e link 
is stronger between Philo of Alexandria, the fi rst-century Jewish philoso-
pher and contemporary of Jesus, and Patristic exegesis. Although Philo 
was not a major source in the development of Rabbinic Judaism, he is 
frequently cited in early Christian literature, especially in reference to his 
allegorical method of exegesis (and the allegorization of Ethiopian/black-
ness as evil). Classical historian Raoul Lonis has argued that Philo is the 
only exception to the prevailing view that racism and color prejudice did 
not exist in the ancient world.15 Given Philo’s infl uence upon Patristic ex-
egesis, and the Christian appropriation of the metaphor of the Ethiopian 
as sinner and as devil, it is understandable how  —  with the rapid spread of 
Christianity  —  the use of color symbolism had a negative eff ect over time 
and contributed to racist cultural attitudes in the West.

What apparently rescues early Christian theology from being labeled 
racist is its commitment to the equality of blacks within the church, a be-
lief grounded in the New Testament account of the Ethiopian eunuch’s 
conversion (Acts 8:26 –  40), which has become symbolic of the Christian 
belief in the universality of the Gospel “as a means to emphasize their 
conviction that Christianity was to include all mankind.”16 However, re-
cent scholarship challenges this naïve reading of the New Testament text 
and questions the prevailing view of racism in antiquity by arguing that 
the rhetorical use of ethnicity and skin color implies a deprecating view 
of the black-skinned other. Th us, while the customary exegesis of Acts 
8:26 –  40 correctly affi  rms the inclusiveness of the Christian church insofar 
as salvation is off ered to all humankind, the text’s rhetorical eff ectiveness 
relies upon the dominant sociopolitical and cultural prejudices existing in 
antiquity to make the point that “Christianity can extend to every nation  
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—  even Ethiopia.”17 Gay Byron argues that early Christians naturally ad-
opted the ethnopolitical rhetorics of the dominant Greco-Roman culture 
and concludes that when New Testament and Patristic writers manipu-
late popular perceptions of Ethiopians for theological and evangelistic 
purposes they disclose much about the sociopolitical realities underlying 
these discursive patterns.

Patristic narratives about the desert father Ethiopian Moses (who be-
came an exemplar of ascetic virtue) demonstrate how references to the 
otherness of his skin color or ethnic identity signify more than literary 
color symbolism or allegorical allusions to sin but reveal real antipathy 
toward the black-skinned other in Greco-Roman society. One story, in 
which Moses is ordained and then tested spiritually by being rebuked for 
his blackness, employs both an ethnic identifi er (“Ethiopian”) and a color 
description (“Black one”) for Moses, who responds humbly by internal-
izing the color-symbolic language of his religious superiors: “Rightly have 
they treated you, ash skin, Black One (spododerme melane). As you are 
not a human, why should you come among humans?”18 Lloyd Th ompson 
attributes Moses’ self-deprecation to the caste system present in classical 
antiquity in which “there is oft en a tendency among the upper ranks to 
see the lower orders as ‘non-men’ or ‘less than human.’ ”19 Byron ques-
tions Th ompson’s interpretation: “I agree with Th ompson’s class-based 
assessment of the references to humans in this text. But I do not agree 
with his claim that this class-based prejudice has nothing to do with race 
prejudice,” since “the editor of this text is appealing to attitudes about 
ethnic and color diff erence in order to shape an understanding of ascetic 
virtue.”20 In other words, the very rhetorical structure of the narrative as 
a test of Moses’ humility and patience depends upon an appropriate re-
sponse to verbal insults; the use of the terms Ethiopian to refer to Moses 
and white to refer to his new status following ordination, and the monas-
tic community’s consequent treatment of Moses (driving him out because 
of his skin color and ethnicity), are deliberate acts of humiliation. Th is 
rhetorical use of skin color and ethnicity as insults rests upon a socio-
political reality in which the dominant classes frequently disparage and 
discriminate on the basis of skin color and nationality. Only then does 
the narrative  —  in which the spiritually appropriate response is for Moses 
to demonstrate the ascetic virtues of self-control, indiff erence, and dispas-
sion when his blackness is disparaged  —  make sense. Th e implication in 
this text (and others that make a moral exemplar of Ethiopian Moses) is 
that spiritual perfection is attainable only by ignoring oppressive social 
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realities. Moses’ silence in the face of these insults  —  long praised as an 
example of spiritual humility  —  also reveals much about ancient Mediter-
ranean culture: “Th e rhetorics work only if the authors assume that the 
audiences would respond to the conversion stories based on accepted per-
ceptions about ethnic and color diff erence. Th at is, Ethiopians had to be 
perceived not only as other or foreign, but also as inferior from the per-
spective of the audiences addressed in the texts.”21

Th e Western viewpoint equating slavery with blackness confi rms the 
ancient Greco-Roman cultural hegemony and points to the long-lasting 
infl uence of the rhetoric of empire in spreading color prejudice. In the 
ancient world slavery was a universally accepted fact of life, and it is well 
documented that there were black slaves in ancient Greece and Rome. 
In the Hellenistic and Roman periods of Western antiquity, prisoners of 
war were the primary source of slaves; however, there is also historical 
evidence of a black slave trade originating in East Africa and Arabia and 
extending as far west as Greece and Rome in the earliest centuries of the 
Common Era. Consequently, among the lighter-skinned peoples of the 
Mediterranean and the Near East, the visibly diff erent skin color of Af-
rican slaves contributed to the gradual cultural association of blackness 
with slavery that spread with the growth of the Roman Empire.22 Further-
more, the Arab slave trade during the early Islamic period (eighth century 
CE) was extensive and well established, suggesting it had existed in the 
pre-Islamic era. Historian James Sweet argues that the racist ideologies of 
the fi ft eenth-century Atlantic slave trade can be traced to the development 
of African slavery in the Islamic world as far back as the eighth century 
CE: “From North Africa to Persia, blackness equaled slavery (‘abid ) and 
the degradation that slavery implied.”23

At the height of Islamic cultural infl uence the Muslim world extended 
from Iberia across southern Europe and North Africa east into China. 
From 711 to 1492 CE Muslims controlled the Iberian Peninsula, producing 
long-lasting eff ects upon the racial attitudes of Iberians and by implica-
tion the entire Atlantic slave trade. By the ninth century Muslim culture 
diff erentiated between black (‘abd ) and white (mamluk) slaves in great 
part because the white European “mamluk commanded a higher price 
than the black ‘abd because he could bring a substantial Christian ransom 
or be exchanged for a Muslim captive.”24 Ultimately, this disturbing eco-
nomic reality shaped cultural attitudes in the Arab world, justifying the 
belief that black Africans were little more than a cheap and expendable 
source of labor in much the same way Greco-Roman aesthetic norms and 
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general attitude of cultural superiority had, in earlier centuries, spread 
color prejudice across the Mediterranean world. Th us, in spite of religious 
commandments protecting Islamic black Africans, the myth of black infe-
riority perpetuated Arabic cultural superiority:

Negative racial stereotypes crystallized in the minds of whites over the 
duration of the trans-Saharan slave trade. As refl ected in Arabic linguis-
tic constructions, religious assumptions, and literary records like Ibn 
Battuta’s diary, blacks, regardless of their legal status, were always viewed 
as morally and culturally inferior. Th e Muslim world expected blacks to 
be slaves.25

And, like their Jewish and Christian antecedents, Muslim exegetes also 
appealed to the Old Testament  —  specifi cally the so-called curse of Ham 
(Gen. 9:18 –  27)  —  to justify the enslavement and dehumanization of sub-
Saharan Africans.

Th is brief picture of Western classical antiquity allows us to draw cer-
tain conclusions about the incidence of color prejudice during the for-
mative years of the Christian religion. First, without imposing a modern 
defi nition of racism onto the ancient world, we can accept Gay Byron’s 
thesis that prejudice based on skin color and/or ethnicity was common-
place, otherwise numerous texts that depend on negative stereotypes 
about the ethnically “other” for their rhetorical eff ectiveness are rendered 
meaningless. Second, we can also accept Snowden and Th ompson’s con-
clusions about the inclusiveness of early Christian theology while none-
theless recognizing that Christians shared the prejudices of the dominant 
culture. Finally, we must acknowledge the hegemonic infl uence of the 
dominant Greco-Roman culture on all the cultures of the Mediterranean 
and Ancient Near East.26 Th erefore, without labeling all ancients as proto-
racists, we can nonetheless identify a developing pattern that strongly 
suggests Greco-Roman cultural norms and ethnocentric attitudes  —  either 
embraced by or forced upon local cultures wherever Roman legions es-
tablished political domination (be it Europe, North Africa, or the Near 
East)  —  created a fertile environment for antiblack sentiment that, given 
the foundational infl uence of classical antiquity upon Western culture and 
history, ultimately manifest itself as modern racism.

Rather than identify a single historical source for the exegetical tradi-
tion that links the curse of Ham to the enslavement of black Africans, this 
investigation has described the multiple cultural factors present in clas-
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sical antiquity that contributed to the creation of Western racism. Given 
that any ethnic group is partial to its own skin color (an anthropological 
phenomenon found in all cultures throughout human history), and given 
the political and cultural dominance of Rome, it is no surprise that as 
Christianity developed from a sect within Judaism into a legally recog-
nized religion and eventually the offi  cial state religion of the Roman Em-
pire, it came to embrace the dominant ethnopolitical rhetoric that viewed 
the ethnic other as “barbarian,” asserted the Mediterranean/European 
physical type as the aesthetic norm, and equated blackness with slavery. 
Ethnocentrism is not color prejudice or racism, but neither is it harmless. 
Consequently, without precisely identifying a date when Western post-
biblical exegesis fi rst linked slavery to race, it is evident that the building 
blocks of New World racialized readings of Genesis 9 were present in the 
earliest exegesis of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions.

Th e Biblical Justifi cation of Slavery in the United States

Th e previous section examined how the cultural seeds of modern rac-
ism were planted in late classical antiquity as evidenced by similar ra-
cialized readings of biblical texts in the Rabbinic, Patristic, and Muslim 
exegetical traditions. Although Genesis 9:18 –  27 makes no reference to 
ethnicity or blackness, the curse of Ham has been employed as the bibli-
cal justifi cation for the enslavement of black Africans since the earliest 
centuries of the Common Era, forever linking dark skin and slavery in 
the collective consciousness of Western culture. Th is section explores the 
way in which nineteenth-century proponents of slavery manipulated the 
biblical story of Noah’s drunkenness and the resulting curse on Ham’s son 
Canaan to defend the institution of slavery.

Th e biblical text makes no mention of a curse relating to blackness; it 
only names slavery as the curse Noah uttered against Canaan. Still, the 
King James Version of the Bible (the most common and widely used Eng-
lish translation in the antebellum United States) contributed to theologi-
cal justifi cations for enslaving black Africans by condemning Ham’s de-
scendants to lives of subjection:

And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his younger son had 
done unto him. And he said, “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants 
shall he be unto his brethren.” And he said, “Blessed be the Lord God of 
Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. God shall enlarge Japheth, and he 
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shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant.” (Gen. 
9:24 –  27, KJV)

While the belief that this story provides a historical explanation for the 
origins of slavery as well as evidence that Ham was the progenitor of sub-
Saharan Africans has roots in the earliest periods of Western theological 
interpretation, it is only with the growth of the transatlantic slave trade 
and the increased demand for slave labor that Western interpretations of 
the curse of Ham as justifi cation for black enslavement became part of the 
popular consciousness.

Th e racialized readings of Genesis 9 in the United States not only em-
brace the text as an explanation for slavery but also explicitly link black-
ness with slavery as rationalization for the institution of slavery upon 
which the agricultural economy of the Southern states depended. One 
such popular reading from Southern Presbyterian minister James A. Sloan 
concludes that enslavement and blackness are the result of Ham’s sin:

Ham deserved death for his unfi lial and impious conduct. But the Great 
Lawgiver saw fi t, in his good pleasure, not to destroy Ham with immedi-
ate death, but to set a mark of degradation on him. . . . All Ham’s posterity 
are either black or dark colored, and thus bear upon their countenance 
the mark of inferiority which God put upon the progenitor. . . . Black, 
restrained, despised, bowed down are the words used to express the con-
dition and place of Ham’s children. Bearing the mark of degradation on 
their skin.27

Aft er the Civil War and well into the twentieth century, the curse of Ham 
continued to inform Southern cultural attitudes about blacks, despite the 
fact that the biblical curse of Ham did not mention blackness. In the text 
Ham’s descendants were cursed to enslavement; African blacks are slaves; 
therefore, Ham’s curse must have involved the darkening of his skin. Th e 
circular logic of such racialized readings exposes the strong ideological 
drive to provide divine and moral legitimization for the Southern social 
order.

During the Patristic era the interpretation of Genesis 9:18 –  27 cast Ham 
as the villain deserving the punishment of forced servitude. Augustine of 
Hippo (354 –  430 CE), perhaps the most infl uential theologian in Western 
Christendom, traced the origins of slavery to Ham’s transgression without 
linking blackness or ethnicity to the curse: “For it is understood, of course, 
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that the condition of slavery is justly imposed on the sinner. Th at is why 
we do not hear of a slave anywhere in the Scriptures until Noah, the just 
man, punished his son’s sin with this word; and so that son deserved this 
name because of his misdeed, not because of his nature.”28 Not surpris-
ingly, this tendency to interpret the Genesis 9 text etiologically persisted 
through the Middle Ages and into the Reformation, perpetuating the in-
terpretive paradigm that viewed Noah as righteous and Ham as villainous 
and therefore deserving punishment for dishonoring his father. Contrary 
to Southern racialized readings, however, Augustine rejected slavery as 
a natural condition for any human being regardless of skin color: “And 
yet by nature, in the condition in which God created man, no man is the 
slave either of man or of sin.”29

While racialized readings of this text predate the founding of Islam and 
were already part of the Western cultural matrix, it is possible to trace the 
proliferation of these cultural attitudes in Europe (and eventually the New 
World) to the Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula because of the 
central role the African slave trade played in the imperialist expansions 
of Islam. Stephen Haynes makes the controversial claim that enslavement 
and blackness were fi rst overtly linked in the Muslim Near East: “Th e so-
called Hamitic myth was fi rst invoked as a justifi cation for human thrall-
dom. In fact, it appears race and slavery were fi rst consciously combined 
in readings of Genesis 9 by Muslim exegetes during the ninth and tenth 
centuries, though these authors claim to draw on rabbinic literature.”30 
Sweet makes similar claims about the Muslim origins of this racialized 
reading of Genesis 9:18 –  27, citing a tenth-century Arab history that iden-
tifi es Ham as the father of “all blacks and people with crinkly hair . . . 
[for] Noah put a curse on Ham, according to which the hair of his de-
scendants would not extend over their ears and they would be enslaved 
wherever they were encountered.”31 Predictably, these cultural prejudices 
spread over time as Iberian Christians adopted the Muslim justifi cation 
for black slavery, added arguments of their own, and then disseminated 
these attitudes by means of the Atlantic slave trade.

Still, the tendency to racialize Ham  —  while present throughout every 
period of Western exegetical history  —  was only part of the ideological jus-
tifi cation for black slavery in the antebellum defense of slavery. A brief as-
sessment of antebellum proslavery literature reveals that the story of Ham 
dishonoring his father resonated with the deep-seated culture of honor, 
order, and patriarchy of the Old South. Th e widespread use of Genesis 
9:18 –  27 in popular antebellum proslavery tracts confi rms the central role 
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of Noah’s curse in theological justifi cations of slavery. However, the fact 
that so many of these texts link slavery to Ham’s sin without describing 
the nature of that sin demonstrates a willingness to accept the enslave-
ment of blacks without an explicitly theological justifi cation. In fact, there 
were diff erences of opinion among proslavery exegetes regarding the very 
nature of Ham’s sin, but universal agreement on the moral rectitude of 
slavery and the belief that black Africans  —  as descendants of Ham  —  de-
serve enslavement. According to Haynes, an important insight for un-
derstanding antebellum proslavery interpretations of Genesis 9:18 –  27 is 
found by reading those texts that not only recount the narrative of Noah’s 
curse on Ham and Canaan but also clearly identify the nature of Ham’s 
sin. Haynes argues that for “proslavery intellectuals who were also devout 
Christians, Genesis 9 seems to have become an intellectual nexus where 
religion and honor commingled in support of a common cause.”32

Although not an exclusively Southern trait, honor (personal and famil-
ial) played a central role in the development of Southern culture in the 
United States  —  especially among Southern males. Accordingly, the em-
phasis upon honor and shame in describing the nature of Ham’s moral 
failing taps into the Southern patriarchal psyche and can help explain why 
proslavery readings of Genesis 9 place so little importance on the exact 
nature of Ham’s off ense yet focus on the necessity of satisfaction for dis-
honoring his father.33 As agricultural patriarchies, many analogies exist 
between the biblical world of Noah and the antebellum South, which con-
tribute to the popularity of this biblical text for explaining the origins of 
slavery. Not surprisingly, abolitionist attacks on the Southern institution 
of slavery  —  in which the plantation owner is revered as the patriarch of 
family and slaves alike  —  demanded an honor-bound defense of the status 
quo in order to restore what was perceived as the divinely instituted order. 
Th us, while not accounting for all the inconsistencies between antebellum 
proslavery interpretations of Genesis 9:18 –  27 and the biblical text itself, 
the role of honor in defending slavery helps to understand the fervor with 
which such strained and immoral interpretations were defended.

Th e manipulation of Genesis 9 as a theological justifi cation for slavery 
demonstrates the need to understand the role of religion in the develop-
ment of Western racism. Still, the text itself never links blackness to Ham’s 
sin, or to Noah’s curse of perpetual enslavement for all of Ham’s descen-
dants, so we must look to the gradual association of blackness with slav-
ery in the history of the West to locate the cultural genesis of such racial-
ized readings. Th us, while the curse of Ham became a powerful tool for 
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maintaining the status quo of slavery, proslavery writers were not the only 
ones to rely on the divine authority of the Bible to bolster their position. 
Th e abolitionist movement in the antebellum United States off ers libera-
tive counterreadings of the Bible that can inform contemporary theologi-
cal resistance to racism.

Traditions of Th eological Resistance to Racism

In spite of strong voices for separatism and Black Nationalism, the 
dominant African American abolitionist perspective emphasized the ideal 
of human unity under God’s grace and used the Bible to expose the fun-
damental contradiction and hypocrisy of American Christianity. Th e goal 
was a fully integrated society in which African Americans were recog-
nized as human beings, citizens, and Christian brothers and sisters. In 
the nineteenth century no voice was more respected  —  while still remain-
ing highly critical of white Christian America  —  than Frederick Douglass, 
who, with a few swift  words, eff ectively undermined the proslavery racist 
reading of the Curse of Noah:

Every year . . . a very diff erent-looking class of people are springing up at 
the south, and are now held in slavery, from those originally brought to 
this country from Africa; and if their increase will do no other good, it 
will do away the force of the argument, that God cursed Ham, and there-
fore American slavery is right. If the lineal descendants of Ham are alone 
to be scripturally enslaved, it is certain that slavery at the south must soon 
become unscriptural; for thousands are ushered into the world, annually, 
who, like myself, owe their existence to white fathers, and those fathers 
most frequently their own masters.34

Among antebellum abolitionists the most important biblical text for pro-
viding a counterreading of the Bible was the apostle Paul’s liberating vi-
sion in Galatians 3:27 –  28 in which distinctions of race, class, and gender 
are transcended in Christ, and which continues to serve as a normative 
statement for understanding contemporary Christian responses to the 
problem of racism.

Galatians 3:28 became the key passage for Christian moral and social 
thinking about slavery in the antebellum United States, and many African 
American orators used this passage to “level prophetic judgment against 
a society that thought of itself as biblical in its foundation and ethic.”35 
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While the African American prophetic tradition sought to remain true to 
the biblical vision of a community transcending distinctions of race, class, 
and gender, the realities of North American society in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries gave rise to the ethnically segregated church:

Irony must be seen in the fact that it was from the situation of institu-
tional separatism that the prophetic call went out for the realization of 
the biblical principles of universalism, equality, and the kinship of all 
humanity. Perhaps African Americans had begun to see the inevitability 
of America’s irony: the call for oneness could be made only apart from 
others, lest particularity be lost; but since particularity in America oft en 
meant being left  out or discriminated against, exhortation for inclusion 
was made.36

Nevertheless, the theme of radical Christian inclusion and the use of this 
text to justify Christian unity “was embraced and referred to over and 
over again even as the African-independent or separate church move-
ments got under way.”37

Contemporary biblical scholarship affi  rms the inclusive and emanci-
patory dimension of Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Judith M. Lieu’s study 
of the origins of Christian communal identity uses Galatians 3:27 –  28 to 
frame her discussion of “race” (genos) and ethnicity/nationality (ethnos).38 
Lieu explores ancient notions of personal and group identity within Juda-
ism, the New Testament, early Christianity, and the wider Greco-Roman 
world before concluding that in the nomenclature of the fi rst century 
the three major religious groupings  —  Greco-Roman polytheism, Juda-
ism, and the upstart Christian movement  —  were understood to constitute 
three distinct “races” (genos). While the earliest Christians belonged to 
the Jewish nation (ethnos), Christian identity became a distinct group-
ing that transcended both nationality and biological heritage. Although 
this use of “race” is far removed from the modern understanding of race 
grounded in physical diff erences, her study affi  rms a common reading 
of Paul’s words in Galatians 3:28 that understands Christian identity as 
somehow transcending established hierarchical relationships in favor of 
relationships of equality.

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza names this text the “Magna Carta of 
Christian feminism,” and grounds her feminist liberation theology in the 
“eschatological vision of freedom and salvation” described by the apostle 
Paul.39 Yet Fiorenza is careful to diff erentiate the promised eschatological 



Beyond Black and White 41

kingdom from the realities of church life, lamenting the “failure of the 
church to realize the vision of Galatians 3:28 –  29 in its own institutions and 
praxis” and the rise of a “sexist theology of the church, which attempted 
to justify the ecclesial practice of inequality and to suppress the Chris-
tian vision and call of freedom and equality within the church.”40 I would 
add that the church has also manifested a racist theology, and argue that 
Fiorenza’s “theological reconstruction of the early Christian movement as 
a discipleship of equals” remains incomplete until the church also comes 
to terms with its long history of racism.41

In Galatians Paul is merely expressing the radical understanding of dis-
cipleship held in common by the earliest Christian communities:

As one leaves the old world, a world in which separation and domination 
are essential, and enters the new, the old hierarchical values based on the 
diff erences in people are left  behind. Within the eschatological commu-
nity, people, no matter of what background, shape, or form, are seen and 
accepted as equals. While three pairs in the passage point to only three of 
the greatest separations and sources of inequality in the ancient world, it 
is legitimate to broaden the perspective and to suggest that the formula 
implies that all superior-inferior relationships are destroyed in the body 
of Christ.42

While it remains unclear whether or not Paul advocated for the emanci-
pation of all slaves in the ancient world, Paul’s advice to Philemon con-
cerning Onesimus gives the impression that the slave participated on an 
equal footing with the master within the life of the Christian community. 
Without glossing over the troubling fact that Paul’s letter to Philemon 
once served as a central text for slaveholders in the Americas,43 there is 
enough textual evidence to support a liberative reading of Paul, especially 
Galatians 3:27 –  28, in which all relationships of domination are overcome 
“in Christ Jesus.”

If the church as the body of Christ is our foretaste of the promised 
kingdom, then when Paul tells us that God, through Christ, “has given us 
the ministry of reconciliation” and that “we are ambassadors for Christ,” 
he clearly intends for humanity to participate in God’s reconciling work (2 
Cor. 5:17 –  21, NRSV). Granted, humankind does not add or contribute to 
Christ’s work of justifi cation, yet we have been entrusted with the message 
of reconciliation and by our example bear witness to Christ’s transform-
ing work in the world. Th erefore, before the church can off er a critique of 
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culture it should evaluate its own praxis according to the very standard 
it proclaims. Th e apostle Paul recognizes distinctions among people but 
rejects any social stratifi cation derived from these distinctions. Given the 
Gospel’s call to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” 
(Matt. 28:19, NRSV), what justifi cation remained for the enslavement of 
black Africans once they had converted to Christianity? Th e hollowness 
of theological justifi cations for slavery begs the question as to what other 
cultural factors shaped racist thought in the United States; aside from re-
ligious belief, no other force has had a deeper or longer-lasting infl uence 
on popular beliefs about race than scientifi c racism.

Th e Eclipsing of “Race” and Its Troubling Return

Without a doubt Christian theological construction has been tainted by 
racism, and sadly Christian practice has oft en contributed to the legiti-
mization of racially stratifi ed societies. However, to argue that modern 
American racist thought is primarily a product of religious bigotry ignores 
the infl uence of Darwinian evolutionary theory in North America  —  espe-
cially the historical confl ict between nineteenth-century Christianity and 
the scientifi c worldview. Without denying the formative role of Christian-
ity upon the culture of the United States, I contend that scientifi c racism 
currently has a deeper infl uence on popular beliefs about race.

Th e Use and Abuse of the Natural Sciences

Biological determinism, the view that shared behavioral patterns within 
human groups arise from inherited genetic distinctions (that can then 
be used to legitimize social stratifi cation according to race), came under 
sharp criticism and was in great part discredited in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. Stephen Jay Gould in Th e Mismeasure of Man (1981) 
denies the existence of a general factor for intelligence as an independent 
and verifi able biological phenomenon and suggests that determinist argu-
ments about human intelligence are a form of scientifi c racism. By dem-
onstrating how social prejudice shapes and alters so-called objective and 
disinterested knowledge, he explores whether or not a priori commitments 
to a racist worldview shaped the “scientifi c” questions asked and colored 
the data gathered to support an already foreordained conclusion. Gould 



Beyond Black and White 43

argues that the “scientifi c” data undergirding the psychological tests that 
today quantify and measure intelligence arose in a cultural context where 
white Europeans were considered the pinnacle of human evolution, Indi-
ans (Native Americans) were below whites on the evolutionary scale, and 
blacks below everyone else. Hence, IQ tests do not measure a universal 
genetic human trait (“intelligence”) but merely refl ect the cultural bias of 
a white racist society. Gould’s landmark study demonstrates how the “sci-
entifi c” data of the recent past  —  used to rationalize racist “ranking” and 
even to designate certain races as subhuman  —  were the product of un-
conscious social prejudice or, worse, deliberate manipulation and fabrica-
tion of “empirical” evidence.

An example of the former is the work of Samuel George Morton, a 
respected nineteenth-century scientist and practitioner of craniometry, 
whose empirical measurements of human skulls reveal an unconscious 
racist bias since he oft en omitted data that might discredit his theories 
about Caucasian superiority (Gould concludes such omissions were un-
intentional). An example of the latter is Types of Mankind (1854) by Nott 
and Gliddon, a leading North American textbook of its time on the sub-
ject of human racial diff erences that disseminated Morton’s data to the 
popular culture and which Gould cites as a blatant example of deliber-
ate fraud, as evidenced by the manipulation of skull diagrams in order 
to emphasize similarities between “Negroid” skulls and those of lower 
primates.44 However, it was not until the advent of evolutionary theory 
popularized by Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) and Th e Descent 
of Man (1871) that “arguments for slavery, colonialism, racial diff erences, 
class structures, and sex roles would go forth primarily under the banner 
of science.”45

While Gould acknowledges the role of religious institutions in dis-
seminating racist ideology, he argues that scientifi c racism became widely 
accepted and ultimately more infl uential because it was presented to the 
public as “scientifi c” truth  —  supposedly arrived at through a disinterested 
and objective method. Before Darwin, the dominant views on race in 
North America depended upon a literal reading of the Bible. Th e main 
issue dividing the biblical racism dominant in the Southern states from 
the new scientifi c racism was the theory of polygeny that classifi ed the dif-
ferent human races as diff erent species with distinct biological origins, in 
contradiction to the biblical teaching that all humans are the children of 
Adam and Eve. Belief in monogenism was so prevalent that racist Southern 
preachers resorted to rather strained interpretations of Genesis 9:18 –  27 
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(the curse of Ham) in order to rationalize the enslavement of black Afri-
cans.46 Aft er Darwin, the Bible (and creationism) quickly lost its authority 
for settling scientifi c debates in the public arena (though not in certain 
fundamentalist circles), and popular opinion on matters of race came to 
rely more and more upon “scientifi c” fact. Because scientifi c racism, in 
the form of the hereditary theory of IQ, has maintained a veneer of re-
spectability well into the present, it is vital to expose the hidden prejudice 
underlying contemporary intelligence testing.

Th e very concept of intelligence is so ethereal it defi es defi nition. IQ 
tests, as well as other “aptitude” tests like the SAT college entrance exam, 
are culturally biased; they do not measure innate intelligence but are 
merely refl ections of the intellectual tools necessary to succeed in the 
dominant culture administering the exams. Consequently, such tests label 
and stigmatize those not properly assimilated into the culture and further 
marginalize and hamper the social progress of the already socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged. Given that there is no demonstrable direct correlation 
between particular mental skills (such as spatial memory) and biological 
reality (there is no one gene for intelligence), mental tests have been mis-
used to justify belief in the hereditarian theory of IQ. Rejecting this theory 
is not a blanket dismissal of all intelligence testing insofar as IQ tests are 
useful tools for identifying children with learning disabilities or for recog-
nizing educational defi ciencies in a particular population. Still, such tests 
have been used to provide evidence for biological determinism in order 
to argue (1) that intelligence is not only inherited, but inevitable, meaning 
that intelligence cannot be signifi cantly improved through proper educa-
tion, and (2) that if genetics can explain variation in intelligence within a 
racial group, it can also explain variation between racial groups without 
properly accounting for socioeconomic and other cultural factors. Societ-
ies that uncritically adopt biological determinism and let it guide policy 
on social issues like welfare reform and public school funding are danger-
ously close to repeating the sins of the past.

Th e Rejection of Race as a Biological Category

Aft er the Second World War the scientifi c community confronted the as-
cendancy of racist ideas that led to the genocidal horrors of the Holocaust. 
Th e postwar global situation was altered by the process of decolonializa-
tion that led to increased involvement by formerly colonized nations in 
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the United Nations and its international agencies. Th e United Nations Ed-
ucational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) focused its en-
ergies on the problem of racism, addressing the structures of power that 
perpetuate racism  —  especially the international political implications of 
race relations. Th ese academic responses were in great part motivated by 
changing social forces, such as the rise of race consciousness among for-
merly subordinate populations, but also produced a major paradigm shift  
in theoretical perspective expressed most clearly in the 1950 “Statement 
on Race” and the 1967 “Statement on Race and Racial Prejudice.”

Th e fi rst statement affi  rms that scientists “have reached general agree-
ment in recognizing that mankind is one: that all men belong to the same 
species, Homo sapiens,”47 and accounts for “racial” diff erentiation among 
diff erent groups as a result of evolutionary factors. Th e second UNESCO 
statement goes further, not only emphasizing the genetic unity of the hu-
man race but acknowledging that the very concept of “race” is an arbitrary 
convention: “Many anthropologists stress the importance of human varia-
tion, but believe that ‘racial’ divisions have limited scientifi c interest and 
may even carry the risk of inviting abusive generalization.”48 Asserting 
that racism is a social construct arising from unchecked prejudices and 
irrational cultural attitudes, the 1967 statement concludes that the primary 
means of “coping with racism involve changing those social situations 
which give rise to prejudice, preventing the prejudiced from acting in ac-
cordance with their beliefs, and combating the false beliefs themselves.”49

Given this major paradigm shift  within the scientifi c community fol-
lowing the Second World War, Stephen Jay Gould’s Mismeasure of Man 
refl ects the accepted orthodoxy for scientifi c discussions of what  —  in the 
modern era  —  has been called race. In fact, Gould questions the continu-
ing use of “race” for biologically distinct branches of the human species: 
“But biologists have recently affi  rmed  —  as long suspected  —  that the over-
all genetic diff erences among human races are astonishingly small. Al-
though frequencies for diff erent states of a gene diff er among races, we 
have found no ‘race genes’  —  that is, states fi xed in certain races and ab-
sent from all others.”50 For example, the offi  cial position of the American 
Association of Physical Anthropologists (AAPA) states:

All humans living today belong to a single species, homo sapiens, and 
share a common descent. . . . Human populations have never genetically 
diverged enough to produce any biological barriers to mating between 
members of diff erent populations. . . . Pure races, in the sense of genetically 
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homogeneous populations, do not exist in the human species today, nor is 
there any evidence that they ever existed in the past.51

Th e American Anthropological Association has taken a similar position: 
“All human beings are members of one species, Homo sapiens. . . . Diff er-
entiating species into biologically defi ned ‘races’ has proven meaningless 
and unscientifi c as a way of explaining variation (whether in intelligence 
or other traits).”52

Accordingly, the biological sciences no longer recognize “race” as a 
legitimate subdivision of the human species, arguing that those physical 
traits historically defi ned as racially distinctive (skin color, facial features, 
hair type, etc.) actually represent  —  on the level of DNA  —  a spectrum of 
possibilities at the same genetic location. Th us, in explaining diff erences 
between human groups, science now looks at historical factors like migra-
tion and intermarriage, not the existence of genetically distinct branches 
of Homo sapiens, to account for such factors as gradations of hair color 
and texture. Given the widespread acceptance of Gould’s position, this 
raises the question: Why does academic discourse continue to use the term 
race when referring to diff erent human groups? While race is no longer a 
biologically meaningful category, race still matters as “an anthropological 
and political category.”53 Th e reasons will become more evident in the fol-
lowing sections, where I discuss Cornel West’s genealogy of racism and 
the rise of “race consciousness” as political resistance against white cul-
tural dominance. Still, there is another reason that the academy has not 
abandoned the language of biological racism, namely, the resurgence of 
scientifi c racism and biological determinism within North American aca-
demic discourse. I am referring specifi cally to the renaissance of psycho-
metric research inaugurated with the publication of Th e Bell Curve (1994) 
by Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray.

Th e Resurgence of Race in the Social Sciences

Th e authors of Th e Bell Curve set out to analyze “diff erences in intel-
lectual capacity among people and groups and what those diff erences 
mean for America’s future,” well aware of the fears that such research “will 
promote racism.”54 As expected, response to their claims was extremely 
passionate: “Most of the published reaction was virulently hostile. Th e 
book was said to be the fl imsiest kind of pseudoscience. A racist screed. 
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Designed to promote a radical political agenda. An angry book. Tainted 
by the work of neo-Nazis.”55 Most published criticism  —  including Stephen 
Jay Gould’s highly critical review in the New Yorker  —  charged Herrnstein 
and Murray with uncritically embracing a nineteenth-century essentialist 
notion of racial diff erence. Th at is, instead of exploring fully the sociocul-
tural reasons why a certain human group tends to score lower on a partic-
ular IQ test, the authors were quick to embrace a biological explanation.

While the book has become one of the most controversial works of 
social science in recent history, primarily because of what is says about 
race, the work is a cautiously presented contribution to social science that 
identifi es a particular problem in contemporary society, analyzes it, and 
off ers a solution. Herrnstein and Murray’s argument says that if intelli-
gence has a role in determining social status and economic success, and 
if intelligence is inherited through a combination of genetic and environ-
mental factors over which we as individuals have no control, then society 
has a responsibility to organize itself in such a way that steps are taken 
to compensate the intellectually (and thus economically) disadvantaged. 
Th erefore, however much critics disagree with the claims made by both 
authors, we need to be fair about their intentions. In fact, once we remove 
race from the equation, their study is not out of place within the Anglo-
American school of political liberalism (Mill, Rawls, Singer, etc.). But we 
cannot remove race from any discussion of social policy in the United 
States. Intentional or not, the claims made in Th e Bell Curve have racist 
consequences that the authors have made little or no eff ort to address.

Briefl y, what Herrnstein and Murray have said about ethnic diff erences 
in cognitive ability can be summed up as follows: (1) both genetic and 
environmental factors contribute to cognitive ability in unknown quanti-
ties, but psychometric research indicates that much of the observed varia-
tion in IQ between ethnic groups can be attributed to genetics; (2) the 
environmental impact on intelligence is negligible given that educational 
programs have never raised cognitive ability on a permanent basis (as 
measured by IQ tests); (3) any discussion of social problems in the United 
States must take into account the cognitive diff erences among ethnic and 
racial groups; and (4) public policy that strives for economic and social 
equality is misguided  —  the more realistic goal is a society structured so 
that everyone can fi nd a “valued place” according to his or her abilities. 
Th e guiding mantra of Th e Bell Curve is that public policy cannot signifi -
cantly change cognitive ability:
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Inequality of endowments, including intelligence, is a reality. Trying to 
pretend that inequality does not really exist has led to disaster. Trying 
to eradicate inequality with artifi cially manufactured outcomes has led to 
disaster. It is time for America once again to try living with inequality, 
as life is lived: understanding that each human being has strengths and 
weaknesses, qualities we admire and qualities we do not admire, compe-
tencies and incompetencies, assets and debits; that the success of each hu-
man life is not measured externally but internally; that all of the rewards 
we can confer on each other, the most we can confer on each other, the 
most precious is a place as a valued fellow citizen.56

Th e dangerous presumption of the entire work is the naïve belief that in 
the United States (or any other modern state) all persons are equally val-
ued as fellow citizens.

Repeatedly the authors state that acceptance of genetic explanations for 
cognitive diff erences among ethnic and racial groups does not justify rac-
ist behavior. Th ey also claim it is “bad science” to ignore well-documented 
diff erences in intelligence or the position that these diff erences are best 
explained by genetic factors. Yet, when confronted with the possibility 
that their research could be used to justify racist behavior or shape ra-
cially biased public policy, their response is to minimize the consequences 
of such an act:

Th e evidence about ethnic diff erences can be misused, as many people 
say to us. Some readers may feel that this danger places a moral prohi-
bition against examining the evidence for genetic factors in public. We 
disagree, in part because we see even greater dangers in the current gulf 
between public pronouncements and private beliefs.57

Th e authors recognize that racism, sexism, ageism, and other forms of 
discrimination are real. However, they are also committed to a libertarian 
political ideology that limits governmental intrusion into the lives of its 
citizens and highly values individuality. Accordingly, they argue that pro-
grams like affi  rmative action cannot guarantee equal outcomes by race. 
Indeed, the most a society can hope for is equal access, since inequality in 
performance arising from genetic diff erences in ability will always exist. 
Recognizing that public policies that attempt to compensate for genetic 
or environmental disadvantages are “overly optimistic,” the authors con-
clude that much “can and should be done to improve education, especially 
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for those who have the greatest potential.”58 At best, such views maintain 
the nation’s status quo; at worst, they help widen the gap between the 
haves and have-nots by benefi ting the already economically and socially 
advantaged.

While I disagree with both the scientifi c conclusions and the policy 
proposals made in Th e Bell Curve, I cannot deny that the authors’ statisti-
cal analysis of empirical data is thorough and impressive. Yet, they have 
done little to address Gould’s initial concern about psychometric research  
—  IQ tests do not measure a biological reality but primarily measure indi-
vidual performance in a culturally biased test. Furthermore, I fail to fi nd 
any benefi cial social consequences for claiming that cognitive diff erences 
between human groups are genetic. Discussing whether or not diff erence 
in cognitive ability is attributable to environment or genetics, the authors 
state that the “existence of the diff erence has many intersections with pol-
icy issues. Th e source of the diff erence has none that we can think of.”59 
Having said this, they still conclude that the source is primarily genetic. 
Why? What purpose does it serve? Turning their argument against them, 
I grant the existence of diff erences  —  any analysis of social problems in 
the United States must come to terms with and account for the fact that 
there are social and economic inequalities in our country attributable to 
the complex intersection of many environmental and genetic factors  —  but 
contend that accepting the existence of these diff erences does not commit 
one to biological determinism. Th erefore, given the negative social con-
sequences of espousing a biological determinism that essentializes racial 
diff erences (thus providing “scientifi c” rationalization of racist beliefs and 
attitudes), I see no benefi t in accepting a primarily genetic explanation for 
these diff erences.

Race-Conscious Responses to Racism

A fundamental assumption of this investigation is that theology has as 
much right as evolutionary biology or physical anthropology to partici-
pate in and contribute to the public discourse on race. Accordingly, theo-
logians discussing racism in the North American context need to critically 
engage the resurgence of scientifi c racism and its consequences for public 
policy. U.S. Latino/a theologians who fi nd liberation from racism in the 
concept of biological mestizaje should proceed cautiously so that their ef-
forts to establish a distinct Latino/a ethnic identity do not perpetuate a 
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nineteenth-century racial essentialism. Furthermore, biological determin-
ism and racial stratifi cation based on cognitive ability create problems for 
a theological anthropology grounded in the doctrine of imago Dei. If all 
human beings are created in the image of God, then our basic human dig-
nity remains unaltered whether a person is mentally retarded or intellectu-
ally a genius. For that reason, a society ordered according to this doctrine 
ought to resist social stratifi cation based on genetic inheritance. I argue 
that the metaphor of mestizaje yields a better description of human real-
ity than outdated (and scientifi cally vacant) racial categories. Still, I take 
issue with certain usages of mestizaje that essentialize Latino/a identity 
as a biologically distinct human grouping. Race is a social construct and 
not a biologically distinct reality; there is one human race manifest in a 
rich diversity of outward physical appearances, and mestizaje is a very apt 
metaphor for describing the biological richness of human genetic mixing. 
Th e question I am pursuing is whether or not the racial categories that 
predominate in social science can be transcended and abandoned in favor 
of mestizaje, or is it the case that  —  given our long history of racism  —  our 
society is not ready to embrace such a universally descriptive category?

Cornel West’s Genealogy of Racism

A very important theological text for dismantling the dominant para-
digm of modern scientifi c racism is Cornel West’s Prophesy Deliverance! 
An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity (1982). In this work West re-
examines the Western canon and traces the evolution of racism within the 
dominant academic discourse, he analyzes four traditions of response to 
modern racism, and then makes concrete recommendations as to which 
of the four traditions best serves the emancipatory interests of the Afri-
can American community. African American liberationist thought is in-
fl uenced by evangelical and pietistic Christianity, the American tradition 
of political pragmatism, and Marxist social analysis, while also possessing 
a healthy respect for constitutional democracy. Accordingly, black libera-
tion theology stresses the need for African Americans in North American 
society to rediscover and affi  rm a distinctively African American self-
identity in light of the painful history of dehumanization and exploitation 
at the hands of the dominant white culture, and champions the struggle 
for African American political control of the major institutions that regu-
late people’s lives.
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On the twentieth anniversary of the publication of Prophesy Deliver-
ance!, Cornel West reaffi  rmed his intentions for articulating an African 
American religious philosophy: “To put forward a prophetic interpretation 
of the Christian tradition rooted in the Afro-American struggle against 
white supremacy, informed by progressive Marxist theory and fallibilist 
pragmatic thought and tempered by a profound tragic sense of life.”60 A 
burning existential question underscores West’s oft en overwhelmingly 
theoretical language:

To prophesy deliverance is not to call for some otherworldly paradise but 
rather to generate enough faith, hope, and love to sustain the human pos-
sibility for more freedom. For me, to be a Christian is not to opt for some 
cheap grace . . . but rather to confront the darker sides, and the human 
plights, of societies and souls with the weak armor of compassion and 
justice. Th e fundamental human mystery is how and why this weak ar-
mor  —  in a cold and cruel world  —  is not snuff ed out just as the Christian 
mystery is, how and why love so thoroughly crushed by evil force is not 
fully extinguished.61

For most of Western history black people have been treated as less than 
human, and their cultural contributions to human history have been ig-
nored, marginalized, or silenced. For much of that history Christianity 
has been woefully silent about the sin of racism if not outright complicit 
in perpetuating racist social structures. Accordingly, West’s history of 
the black “creative appropriation of Christianity” is a crucial text for any 
Christian wrestling with the church’s racist history.

Resisting and transforming racist theologies demands a rereading of 
Western intellectual history from the perspective of the oppressed and 
marginalized  —  those whose voices have been ignored by or removed 
from the dominant narrative  —  which is why West embraces a genealogical 
approach (à la Nietzsche and Foucault) that seeks to describe the rise to 
dominance of certain ideas and explores the role of power (cultural and 
political) in the formation of knowledge. While not fully embracing Fou-
cault’s philosophical project West recognizes that

the Foucaultian model and project are attractive to black intellectuals 
primarily because they speak to the black postmodern predicament, de-
fi ned by the rampant xenophobia of bourgeois humanism predominant 
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in the whole academy, the waning attraction to orthodox reductionist 
and scientifi c versions of Marxism and the need for reconceptualization 
regarding the specifi city and complexity of Afro-American oppression. 
Foucault’s deep antibourgeois sentiments, explicit post-Marxist convic-
tions and profound preoccupations with those viewed as radically “other” 
by dominant discourses and traditions are quite seductive for politicized 
black intellectuals wary of antiquated panaceas for black liberation.62

With Foucault, he is committed to a detailed analysis of the complex re-
lations of knowledge and power, is aware of how intellectual discourses 
shape (and are shaped by) politics, and argues that social control of per-
sons is oft en the unrecognized goal of both knowledge and power. As 
pertains to racism, a Foucaultian analysis of power is particularly prob-
lematic since these

powers are subjectless  —  that is, they are the indirect products of the 
praxis of human subjects. Th ey have a life and logic of their own, not in 
a transhistorical realm but within history alongside yet not reducible to 
demands of an economic system, interests of a class, or needs of a group 
. . . a history made by the praxis of human subjects which oft en results in 
complex structures of discourses which have relative autonomy from (or 
is not fully accountable in terms of) the intention, aims, needs, interests, 
and objectives of human subjects.63

Th us, while the social construction of ideologies like racism has long been 
recognized  —  for example, Stephen Jay Gould’s analysis and rejection of 
scientifi c racism is predicated on the belief that social prejudice shapes 
and distorts scientifi c observation  —  the social structures of racism are so 
incredibly complex that even those progressive voices within a particular 
society that seek to eliminate racism can unintentionally serve the inter-
ests of a racist worldview.

A dominant characteristic of modernity is the ability of human reason 
to fi nd order in the contingent appearance of reality. Postmodernity, on 
the other hand, “swims, even wallows, in the fragmentary and the chaotic 
currents of change as if that is all there is.”64 Michel Foucault, refl ecting 
on the constructed nature of knowledge and the role of power relations 
in the formation and continuation of cultural traditions, views all political 
praxis with equal suspicion:
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Liberty is a practice. So there may, in fact, always be a certain number of 
projects whose aim is to modify some constraints, to loosen, or even to 
break them, but none of these projects can, simply by its nature, assure 
that people will have liberty automatically, that it will be established by 
the project itself. Th e liberty of men is never assured by the institutions 
and laws that are intended to guarantee them. Th is is why almost all of 
these laws and institutions are quite capable of being turned around.65

Foucault emphasizes the inherently ambiguous tendency of all cultural 
traditions to foster either liberating praxis or horrible oppression:

I think that the central issue of philosophy and critical thought since 
the eighteenth century has always been, still is, and will, I hope, remain 
the question: What is this Reason that we use? What are its historical ef-
fects? What are its limits, and what are its dangers? How can we exist as 
rational beings, fortunately committed to practicing a rationality that is 
unfortunately crisscrossed by intrinsic dangers. . . . One should not for-
get  —  and I’m not saying this in order to criticize rationality, but to show 
how ambiguous things are  —  it was on the basis of the fl amboyant ratio-
nality of social Darwinism that racism was formulated, becoming one 
of the most enduring and powerful ingredients of Nazism. Th is was, of 
course, an irrationality that was at the same time, aft er all, a certain form 
of rationality.66

Unfortunately, Foucault stresses irrationality to such a degree that he un-
dermines the capacity of human reason to distinguish between legitimate 
and illegitimate uses of power and therefore lacks a cohesive model for 
liberation. Cornel West’s prophetic pragmatism, while indebted to Fou-
cault’s analysis of power relations, rejects Foucault’s tendency to downplay 
human agency and devalue moral discourse: “For prophetic pragmatists, 
human agency remains central  —  all we have in human societies and his-
tories are structured and unstructured human social practices over time 
and space.”67 Like Foucault, prophetic pragmatists constantly criticize and 
resist all forms of subjection, exploitation, and domination, but “these cri-
tiques and resistances, unlike his, are unashamedly guided by moral ide-
als of creative democracy and individuality.”68

West’s genealogy of racism focuses on the evolution of modern in-
tellectual discourse and identifi es three moments in Western history as 
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particularly important for the formation and rise to dominance of mod-
ern scientifi c racism: (1) the scientifi c revolution associated with the pio-
neering work of Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton in the natural sciences, 
(2) the Cartesian “turn to the subject” in philosophy, and (3) the classical 
revival arising from the “Enlightenment revolt against the authority of the 
church and the search for models of unrestrained criticism.”69 While all 
three events contributed to the formation of white cultural dominance, 
West contends that the classical revival in particular emphasized white 
European standards of beauty and cultural achievement, so much so that

even if race prejudice did not exist in classical antiquity, the minority 
status of black people in Greece and Rome still rendered black statues, 
proportions and measurements marginal to cultural life. Hence, the black 
presence, though tolerated and at times venerated, was never an integral 
part of the classical ideals of beauty.70

Th us, when classical ideals were graft ed onto the modern scientifi c ob-
session with classifying, categorizing, and imposing order upon the natu-
ral order, it gave rise to what West calls the “normative gaze” of Western 
culture. Consequently, the “role of classical aesthetic and cultural norms 
in the emergence of the idea of white supremacy as an object of mod-
ern discourse cannot be underestimated.”71 European (white) standards 
of beauty, intelligence, and cultural creation became the unquestioned 
norms of modern scientifi c investigation  —  the ideal by which all of the 
observations of “natural” history were categorized.

Racism based on physical diff erences in the modern West originated 
with the invention of “race” as a classifi catory category for describing 
diff erences between human groups. In much the same way that physi-
cal diff erences were used to categorize lower-order animals into diff erent 
species, physical diff erences between diff erent human groups were used 
to rationalize belief in the racial inferiority of the nonwhite other. Th us, 
while the natural sciences recognized infertility as the test for classifying 
diff erent species (members of the same species produce fertile off spring), 
many scientists continued to categorize Africans as a diff erent species 
than Europeans (in spite of much racial mixing), revealing an irrational, 
even pathological, commitment to the ideal of white superiority.

By employing a Foucaultian genealogical analysis, West is not trying 
to fi nd the causal origin of modern racism, since such a foundational-
ist approach is precisely the type of scientifi c methodology Nietzsche and 
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Foucault were trying to undermine and supersede. Rather, by demon-
strating how the idea of white supremacy has become an integral part of 
the fabric of modern science, West exposes the insidiousness of modern 
racism. To reduce this history to a simple cause-and-eff ect relationship ig-
nores the complex web of power relations that underlie Western science, 
art, politics, religion, and all other social practices. It is not enough to 
identify racist attitudes (cause) and actions (eff ect) and then attempt to 
eliminate them through legislation (or some other form of social control), 
since the more dangerous and pervasive aspect of racism is its ability to 
shape the self-image of the victims of racism:

Th e deep human desire for existential belonging and for self-esteem  —  
what I call the need for and consumption of existential capital  —  results 
in a profound, even gut-level, commitment to some of the illusions of the 
present epoch. None of us escapes. And many Western peoples get much 
existential capital from racist illusions, from ideologies of race.72

What is needed is a method that exposes  —  layer by layer, like an archaeol-
ogist painstakingly unearthing an ancient ruin  —  the ideas that our culture 
has enshrined and upon which our notions of truth and knowledge rest. 
Th erefore, it is not a simple matter of diagnosing a cause and prescrib-
ing a cure (although this is possible on the micro-institutional level), but 
of constantly critiquing the false foundations upon which we have built 
our cultural discourses. West’s genealogical method is not just a history 
of ideas or a search for origins but is primarily a deconstructive endeavor 
that seeks to unmask the pretensions to universality of the dominant sci-
entifi c discourse.

However, unlike Foucault’s, West’s philosophy is also a reconstructive 
undertaking. Cornel West not only exposes the false pretensions of the 
dominant academic discourse but also brings to light discourses of resis-
tance that have been ignored or purposefully silenced in order to create 
a fuller history that can provide guideposts for contemporary liberating 
praxis:

Modern racist discourse did not go unanswered by Afro-Americans. . . . 
I shall put forward an interpretation and a description of the Afro-Amer-
ican experience in the light of the black reactions and responses to the 
modern justifi cations of the idea of white supremacy initiated in enlight-
ened Europe and inseminated in the slavery-ridden United States. Th e 
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interpretation and the description are essentially a reconstruction of the 
black counter discourse to modern European discourse.73

Unlike the dominant intellectual history of the West, this new history 
treats African Americans not as passive objects but as the active subjects 
of their own history struggling against political, economic, and cultural 
exclusion and exploitation. Cornel West’s analysis of this African Ameri-
can history of resistance recognizes four ideal types or theoretical models 
under which the various African American resistance movements and in-
tellectual traditions can be categorized: the (1) exceptionalist, (2) assimi-
lationist, (3) marginalist, and (4) humanist traditions of response to mod-
ern racism.

Th e exceptionalist tradition can be described in either a weak or a strong 
form of ethnocentrism that extols the uniqueness of Afro-American cul-
ture and identity. Historical examples of this tradition include W. E. B. Du 
Bois and James Weldon Johnson, although West (surprisingly) categorizes 
Martin Luther King Jr. as an example of “weak” exceptionalism insofar as 
Dr. King viewed his God-given mission as an attempt to teach and posi-
tively transform (the implicitly inferior) white society through nonvio-
lence. Whether in its strong or weak form, the exceptionalist tradition is 
a response to white supremacy and is an attempt to build African Ameri-
can self-worth by emphasizing the cultural accomplishments of success-
ful African Americans. Th is tradition is linked to the rise of an African 
American middle class and has not always worked to improve the social 
conditions of all African Americans.

If the exceptionalist tradition is an attempt to create a positive self-
image over against the degradation experienced at the hands of a white 
racist society, then the assimilationist tradition can be seen as an internal-
ization of this degradation: “Th e self-image of Afro-Americans in both 
types of the assimilationist tradition is one of self-hatred, shame, and fear. 
Afro-Americans are viewed as morbid subhuman monsters. Th is tradi-
tion posits Afro-American inferiority, not against everyone, but specifi -
cally to white Americans.”74 In eff ect, the assimilationist tradition rejects 
the notion of an autonomous African American culture and promotes the 
acceptance of and acculturation into the dominant (and superior) white 
culture. Cornel West sees many similarities between the exceptionalist 
and assimilationist responses to racism, not least of which is their de-
pendence upon the rise of a black middle class and with it a black sec-
ular intelligentsia, and consequently both traditions ignore the poverty-
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stricken conditions in which the majority of African Americans live. Th e 
intellectual founder of the assimilationist tradition is E. Franklin Frazier, 
who tended to view much of African American culture as superstition 
and ignorance and proposed assimilation into white society as the only 
viable means of cultural and political liberation. West identifi es this tra-
dition as “an ideology of Afro-American uplift ” whose goal was to “civi-
lize, refi ne, and modernize Afro-Americans,” although later in life Frazier 
became disappointed with the direction of black assimilation into white 
bourgeois society and called for “Afro-American intellectuals to provide 
positive self-images for black people and not to confuse assimilation with 
self- eff acement.”75 Ultimately, West fi nds the assimiliationist response 
to modern racism unacceptable as a model for contemporary African 
American critical thought.

Th e marginalist tradition diff ers from both the exceptionalist and as-
similationist responses to racism insofar at it manages to value and extol a 
unique African American culture while at the same time feeling confi ned 
and limited by this culture. West characterizes members of this tradition 
as marginalized from Afro-American culture and from the dominant 
white society, thus maintaining a critical distance from both. Accordingly, 
this tradition is not an organized movement so much as it is descriptive 
of certain rebellious black intellectuals or alienated community leaders. 
Of particular relevance to a study of mestizaje in U.S. Latino/a culture are 
the contributions of two archetypal examples of the marginalist tradition, 
Sutton Griggs and Charles Chestnutt, who refl ected extensively on the 
marginal status of mulattoes  —  “the physically marginal person between 
Afro-American culture and American society.”76 As persons of mixed 
backgrounds, Griggs and Chestnutt experienced rejection from both par-
ent cultures and created characters in their fi ction who maintain a dis-
tance from African American culture while also rejecting and distrust-
ing mainstream American society. Yet it is Richard Wright whom West 
identifi es as the marginal man par excellence whose revolt, while intense, 
“never crystallized into any serious talk of concerted action, partly be-
cause such talk presupposes a community, a set of common values and 
goals, at which a marginal man like Wright can only sneer.”77 Th is em-
phasis on private and personal identity at the expense of communal iden-
tity makes the marginalist tradition unsuitable as a model for African 
American political struggle, although West recognizes that this sense of 
alienation (usually manifest as rebellion against one’s own community) is 
a prevalent modern attitude.
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Th e best example of the humanist tradition of resistance is African 
American music  —  spirituals, gospel, the blues, jazz, and hip-hop  —  be-
cause it is a sincere expression of African American experience without 
romanticizing Afro-American culture (like the exceptionalist tradition) or 
rejecting its unique contributions (like the assimilationist and marginalist 
traditions). Th ese diff erent musical styles are grounded in the African oral 
and musical traditions yet are indelibly marked by the painful history of 
enslavement and dehumanization in America, becoming “the expression 
of an oppressed human community imposing its distinctive form of or-
der on an existential chaos, explaining its political predicament, preserv-
ing its self-respect, and projecting its own special hopes for the future.”78 
While music is one of the most important forms of distinctively African 
American culture, the Afro-American humanist tradition is also present 
in literature as expressed in the works of Langston Hughes, Zora Neale 
Hurston, and Ralph Ellison. At its core, the humanist tradition strives to 
create a distinctively African American cultural identity (unlike the as-
similationist tradition) that does not seek to denigrate other cultures (un-
like the marginalist or exceptionalist traditions), while at the same time 
it avoids essentializing African American identity, which can oft en limit 
individual expression.

Central to the humanist understanding of African American history is 
the open-ended character of the search for personal and cultural identity. 
While some critics have criticized this obsession with cultural self-identity, 
Cornel West lift s up Ralph Ellison as the paradigm for the Afro-Ameri-
can literary humanist because he asks the perennial existential questions: 
“Who am I?” “What is a human being?” “What is an American?” “What is 
an African American?” Th e humanist tradition is the best model for con-
temporary African American critical thought because it links this quest 
for personal and cultural identity to the equally important struggle for 
political liberation. Th ese various Afro-American humanist thinkers share 
a healthy respect for the democratic process and recognize

the necessity for the democratic control over institutions in the productive 
and political processes. Th e basic assumption of this Afro-American hu-
manist political viewpoint is that the present economic system and social 
arrangements cannot adequately alleviate the deplorable socioeconomic 
conditions of the Afro-American masses. Th is assumption is linked to 
a corollary claim, namely, that the circumstances of the black poor and 
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those of the black working class (including both blue- and white-collar 
workers) are qualitatively similar and only quantitatively diff erent.79

What makes the humanist tradition the preferred model of African Amer-
ican resistance to modern racism is its commitment to the liberation and 
advancement of all African Americans. Th is commitment is grounded in 
the realization that while it is possible for a small black middle class to 
fl ourish, unless the political process in the United States is radically al-
tered, even the wealthiest Afro-Americans still lack “meaningful partici-
pation in the decision-making process as to who gets hired or fi red, nor 
any control over the production of goods and services.”80

Latino/a theology in the United States can benefi t greatly from a criti-
cal exchange with Cornel West, as evidenced by the work of Benjamin 
Valentin.81 Of particular relevance for an analysis of mestizaje are West’s 
personal struggle with the Christian faith as a source of both oppression 
and liberation of African Americans, and West’s recognition of the deli-
cate balance between group identity and individual freedom. West’s inves-
tigation of African American critical thought begins by asking: “Why did 
large numbers of American black people become Christians? What fea-
tures of Protestant Christianity persuaded them to become Christians?”82 
While acknowledging Friedrich Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity as an 
ideology of ressentiment, West resists attempts to reduce the Christian-
izing of African slaves to this one cause. Instead he acknowledges that the 
Scriptures  —  especially the exodus of Israel out of slavery and Jesus Christ’s 
earthly ministry with the socially outcast and marginalized  —  provided a 
unifying identity for African slaves whose historical experiences mirrored 
the biblical narratives. Of equal importance is the realization that

Christianity is fi rst and foremost a theodicy, a triumphant account of 
good over evil. Th e intellectual life of the African slaves in the United 
States  —  like that of all oppressed peoples  —  consisted primarily of reckon-
ing with the dominant form of evil in their lives. Th e Christian emphasis 
on against-the-evidence hope for triumph over evil struck deep among 
many of them.83

For many African Americans the act of embracing Christianity is intellec-
tually and emotionally diffi  cult, given the long history of racism by white 
Christians and their institutions. Th us, it is not surprising that African 
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Americans created their own churches in order to ensure “autonomous 
control over the central institution in the Afro-American community.”84 
Th e theological worldview of prophetic Christianity  —  grounded in God’s 
many acts of liberation on behalf of the poor and oppressed as recorded 
in the Scriptures  —  is a necessary aspect of African American critical 
thought. Nonetheless, this worldview is mediated by the Afro-American 
tradition of humanism discussed earlier, and subjected to a thorough pro-
gressive Marxist analysis.

One can fi nd many similarities between the work of Cornel West 
and those U.S. Latino/a theologies that emphasize a liberating reading 
of Scripture in order to transform our present reality, value a distinctive 
cultural identity without denigrating other cultures, and struggle against 
the tendency to essentialize cultural identity at the expense of individual 
freedom of expression. Chapter 2 will explore the conceptualization of 
mestizaje as a continuous dialogic encounter that parallels Cornel West’s 
Afro-American humanist tradition of response to racism, insofar as both 
approaches seek to defi ne political liberation as protective of individual 
identity against the potential tyrannization of an essentialist view of cul-
tural/ethnic identity. However, to value and protect individual autonomy 
does not diminish the importance of group identity, especially when dis-
cussing racism in the North American context. Th erefore, it is important 
to discuss the rise of race consciousness as an empowering concept for 
both cultural identity and political praxis.

Critical Race Th eory and the Rise of “Race Consciousness”

Critical race theory (CRT), a movement that began within legal schol-
arship but now aff ects the broader society, provides a new paradigm for 
analyzing race by identifying white supremacy as the defi ning ideology 
of North American society. CRT challenges the ways in which race and 
racial power are constructed and presented in the American legal sys-
tem and in American society as a whole. Th is movement’s most impor-
tant contribution to the public discourse on race is its critique of liberal/
progressive notions of racial justice as color blindness. Coining the term 
racialism to describe structures and systems that continue the practices 
of racial domination, CRT argues against the traditional liberal position 
that favors abandoning race consciousness because liberalism ignores cri-
tiques of racial power that expose the normativity of the dominant white 
perspective. Given our nation’s history of racism, dreams of a color-blind 



Beyond Black and White 61

society are dangerous, since “certain conceptions of merit function not as 
a neutral basis for distributing resources and opportunity, but rather as 
a repository of hidden, race-specifi c preferences for those who have the 
power to determine the meaning and consequences of ‘merit’ . . . under a 
regime of uncontested white supremacy.”85

Although the scientifi c community no longer views race as a legiti-
mate biological distinction, our society has not transcended the language 
of race to become a color-blind utopia. Now that the contemporary dis-
course on race recognizes the historical contextuality of racist attitudes 
and actions, our analysis of race must focus on the manipulation of power 
in society. Critical race theory analyzes racism as a system, the product of 
human cultural creativity, refl ecting the prejudices, beliefs, and economic 
interests of the dominant social group. In accord with this view of history, 
the only possible explanation for the subjugation and marginalization of 
one group of people by another  —  apart from an irrational hatred for the 
other  —  is the former group’s desire to preserve its current socioeconomic 
status. Racism persists in our society, even now that the false science be-
hind categorical racism has been exposed, because we are, all of us, too 
deeply enmeshed within the racist structures created by the ideology of 
European expansion, an ideology that has played a normative role for 
both the church and the academy since the Enlightenment. Consequently, 
political action is needed to end racism.

Th e emphasis on race consciousness by critical race theory is an attempt 
to address problems left  unresolved by the earlier civil rights movement. 
Th e civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s fought primarily for ex-
panded legal representation for minorities and was characterized by faith 
in the legal system and a belief in social progress. CRT is distinguished 
by its dissatisfaction with liberalism and civil rights litigation. Specifi -
cally, CRT is an eff ort to expose white cultural domination in all its forms  
—  legal, economic, religious, and so on  —  since matters of justice and so-
cioeconomic well-being are inextricably linked to the cultural milieu. Th e 
dream of the civil rights movement was a society in which no single race 
or ethnic group asserted its particular heritage as normative for national 
identity. Th e reality uncovered by critical race theory is that the United 
States is foundationally structured and organized to benefi t the domi-
nant white majority. Th erefore, even the most well-meaning attempts at 
social reform by the dominant population ultimately benefi t the domi-
nant population. Girardeau Spann, a professor of law at Georgetown Law 
Center, argues that communities of color that have historically pursued 
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racial justice through the courts are better served by pursuing what he 
calls “pure politics”  —  in which elected representatives (in both the leg-
islative and executive branches of government) are held accountable to 
the minority community through an organized movement of “grassroots” 
mobilization to elect local offi  cials and establish genuine representation.

According to Spann, political solutions are more eff ective because in 
the present system the judiciary has almost unchecked power:

Because justices are socialized by the same majority that determines their 
fi tness for judicial offi  ce, they will arrive at the bench already inculcated 
with majoritarian values that will infl uence the manner in which they 
exercise their judicial discretion. Accordingly, unless judicial discretion 
can be reduced to acceptably low levels, justices can be expected to rule 
in ways that facilitate rather than inhibit majoritarian eff orts to advance 
majority interests, even at minority expense.86

Consequently, the civil rights movement’s emphasis on expanding legal 
representation through the courts is misguided. Instead, Spann contends 
that

a rational minority response to the veiled majoritarian nature of the Su-
preme Court would be to abandon eff orts to infl uence the Court and to 
concentrate minority political activities on the representative branches, 
because minorities are more likely to secure concessions from an overtly 
political branch of government than from one whose political dimensions 
are covert.87

Comparing the history of the representative branches with the history of 
the Supreme Court tends to support his position, since the representative 
branches have done more to advance minority interests. Aft er all, the Su-
preme Court does not write the law but merely interprets it according to a 
vague and changing standard of constitutionality.

Sociologist Joseph Tilden Rhea provides an insightful history of race 
consciousness in Race Pride and the American Identity (1997). His the-
sis states that the rise of multiculturalism and ethnocentrism has fueled a 
demand for public recognition of our nation’s racial injustices and in the 
process “changed the national collective memory of the past.”88 Th e vari-
ous assertions of race pride and minority cultural identity (Black Power, 
Chicano Pride, etc.) arose in response to a long history of oppression in 
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which the racial and ethnic diversity of American citizenry was denied 
and overt steps were taken to deny minorities not only full citizenship but 
also full human status:

Th e collective memory of a nation is that set of beliefs about the past 
which the nation’s citizens hold in common and publicly recognize as 
legitimate representations of their history. Collective memory is impor-
tant because shared beliefs about the past provide citizens with com-
mon landmarks or examples which can be referred to when addressing 
the problems of the present. As in other nations, collective memory in 
America is structured through political interaction of groups seeking to 
position themselves in relation to one another. Th us one way to demean 
another group is to deny the value of its history. Written out of the na-
tional past, the group is denied the collective landmarks which signify its 
importance. A public history which promotes negative views of a group, 
or simply excludes it from consideration, does real harm to the living 
members of that group.89

Rhea contends that while the various ethnocentric movements primar-
ily seek national cultural recognition for their particular communities, 
the rise of identity politics has also resulted in the positive transforma-
tion of the overall American national identity. Rhea’s analysis diff ers from 
CRT in very important ways: (1) Rhea believes that no “one race or ethnic 
group in America can now securely assert that its particular heritage is 
the one that defi nes the national identity,”90 whereas CRT maintains that 
the United States is a white supremacist culture; and (2) Rhea believes the 
ethnocentric celebration of diff erence has caused ethnic fragmentation, 
and calls us to transcend race consciousness in order to affi  rm what the 
various groups share for the sake of a unifi ed national identity, whereas 
CRT rejects integrationism and sees race consciousness movements as the 
only way to advance minority interests in a white racist society. Nonethe-
less, both agree that the nation’s collective memory shapes present public 
policy, and that a collective memory that recognizes the racial and eth-
nic diversity of our shared history and respects the positive contributions 
of previously ignored groups is important for the health and future well-
 being of the nation.

Paramount to all contextual theologies (and thus to all theologies) is 
the task of recognizing that no neutral standpoint exists from which to 
extricate oneself from the formative infl uence of culture or from one’s 
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particular social location within that culture. Th erefore, it is important 
to develop an interpretive methodology that enables the theologian to 
properly describe and critique the eff ects of racial and ethnic particularity 
in theological construction. Critical race theory can provide theologians 
with a theoretical vocabulary for addressing the issue of racial inequality. 
In fact, a similar criticism already exists within U.S. Latino/a theologies, 
whose deconstruction of the “melting pot myth” exposes racism as the 
fatal fl aw in the liberal dream of assimilation and color blindness. Accord-
ing to the discourse of racialism, successful integration into mainstream 
U.S. culture has been achieved only by sacrifi cing ethnic and cultural 
identity. CRT seeks to establish a framework for social transformation 
that embraces race consciousness by providing a genuine political alterna-
tive for contemporary America.

Th e theoretical vocabulary of CRT has extended beyond the insular 
world of critical legal studies into the public arena as more scholars rec-
ognize the need to move past the postmodern preoccupation with de-
construction toward the more diffi  cult task of reconstruction. Anthony 
Cook’s positive appraisal of the reconstructive theology of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. serves as a model for a viable political alternative to racial-
ism. In fact, the lack of political viability for much race-conscious politi-
cal activism can be attributed to its lack of “grassroots” support. Conse-
quently, Cook calls for an alternative vision of community that respects 
ethnic particularity and is therefore better able to protect people from the 
oppressive structures of racism, sexism, and economic inequality:

Th is can only be achieved through the detailed examination of American 
institutions and the systematic development of alternative institutions 
designed to rectify present oppression and injustice. . . . we must meet 
and walk together, appreciating our respective histories and experiences 
of alienation and oppression. We must talk specifi cally about the kind of 
community we would fashion and how the rules, laws, and rituals defi n-
ing the roles we adopt can be mutually empowering and facilitative of 
a community of equals. We must talk specifi cally about how we should 
organize, protest, agitate, and struggle to achieve our objectives, realiz-
ing that we are perennially engaged in a dialectic in which the program 
shapes our practices, which in turn refi ne and redefi ne our program.91

Without question, CRT and U.S. Latino/a theologies share similar con-
cerns, since both (1) value the role of ethnic particularity in political 
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praxis, (2) emphasize the need to revisit history in order to give voice to 
previously silenced discourses, and (3) recognize the need for marginal-
ized communities to “name” themselves.92 U.S. Latino/a theology, spe-
cifi cally the movement called teología en conjunto, possesses the kind of 
communal grounding Cook describes as necessary for successful race-
conscious activism.

Mestizaje in U.S. Latino/a Th eology

I have briefl y surveyed the literature of CRT in order to gain a fuller 
understanding of the relevant issues and challenges posed by race con-
sciousness for theological reconstruction. My hope is to use the insights 
gathered here to develop a theological critique of North American racial 
hegemony that is grounded in U.S. Latino/a particularity yet remains rel-
evant for all of Christianity. U.S. Latino/a theology is unabashedly con-
textual, speaking to a universal audience from a particular context, while 
presupposing and demanding openness toward other particular traditions. 
Th us, instead of perpetuating a modern totalizing narrative, or a postmod-
ern radical relativism that leads to chaos and confl ict, Hispanic theology 
models a collaborative method for ethical and theological discourse:

Th e task confronting us, therefore, is one of neither assimilation nor re-
pudiation; it is, rather, a task of critical appropriation. Such a task requires 
that we approach and critique traditional sources and methods, whether 
European or Latin American, from the perspective of U.S. Hispanics in 
order to be able to articulate the signifi cance of that perspective for the life 
of our communities, the church, and society.93

Modern political philosophy equates freedom with the individual’s abil-
ity to do as he or she pleases under the guise of self-determination. Such 
a belief is grounded upon the erroneous notion that human beings are 
autonomous subjects who enter into social relationships voluntarily  —  we 
choose to love our neighbor but are not required to. U.S. Latino/a theol-
ogy posits a communal notion of personal identity grounded in a com-
plex web of social relationships and historical commitments. At the same 
time, Latino/a theologians also seek to protect individual self-determina-
tion over against the potential encroachment of tradition and culture. Th e 
metaphor of mestizaje, as Latino/a theologians have employed it, provides 
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a race-conscious foundation for individual and group identity that also 
seeks to transcend the particularities of culture, race, and socioeconomic 
status. Can U.S. Latino/a theology make St. Paul’s vision of the eschatologi-
cal community “in Christ”  —  in which all relationships of domination are 
eclipsed and replaced by relationships of mutuality  —  a present reality and 
not just a utopian dream?

Most Hispanics share a heritage greatly infl uenced by Spanish culture 
and language, yet we are not a single “race,” having in our lineage Euro-
pean, Amerindian, African  —  even Arabic and Asian  —  ancestry. Th e de-
scriptive terms Hispanic and Latino are artifi cial constructs imposed by 
the U.S. Census Bureau to classify a growing, primarily immigrant popu-
lation that does not fi t the biracial dichotomy of U.S. society. However, 
over time these objectifying terms have been appropriated by Hispanics/
Latinos/as seeking a collective identity  —  in spite of great diversity of reli-
gious beliefs, cultural experiences, economic realities, and national back-
grounds  —  for the purposes of political survival. Yet, despite many diff er-
ences, most who identify themselves as Latino/a or Hispanic in the United 
States share a similar experience of socioeconomic and cultural margin-
alization. Mestizaje can serve as a starting point for developing strate-
gies of resistance and liberation because in our collective history Latino/
as have been both oppressed and oppressor in much the same way that 
the church has contributed both to the formation of racist ideologies and 
to the rise of progressive social movements that seek to dismantle rac-
ism. U.S. Latino/a theology is united by a biblical vision of liberation and 
strives to work for political empowerment and positive social transforma-
tion within the church and in the broader society. Mestizaje can serve as 
a living reminder that God loves all of humanity in its great diversity and 
does not condone social stratifi cation and relations of domination.

Hegel’s analysis of the master-slave relationship introduced in the Phe-
nomenology of Spirit can illumine our discussion of relationships char-
acterized by subordination and dominance.94 We need not embrace the 
entirety of Hegel’s philosophical system in order to fi nd his analysis of 
relationships of domination instructive for our discourse on race. Hegel 
argues that a human being is a subject aware of objects as its objects as 
well as aware of itself as a “subject-object,” since the self can be an object 
for itself (not to mention other subjects). Th is notion of personal identity 
strives to overcome the Cartesian object-subject split by emphasizing that 
for subjects there is no experience of the self apart from its relationship to 
the external world of objects. Not only are we aware of the self in relation 
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to objects, a higher degree of self-consciousness is available to us in our 
relationship with other subjects: “Self-consciousness exists in and for itself 
when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it exists only 
in being acknowledged.”95 A subject can control objects as it wills, and it 
can also do this in relation to other subjects insofar as the other person 
is an object of its consciousness. Unlike objects, however, subjects have 
the freedom and ability to contradict the wishes of other subjects. Th us, 
since all human beings are subjects, confl ict is an inevitable aspect of hu-
man relationships. Th e appropriate relationship between the self and the 
other is one of mutual respect in which every participant is both subject 
and object for the other. Yet, human relationships become relationships of 
domination when one subject evades the reciprocity of allowing itself to 
become an object for the other, seeking instead to control and “objectify” 
the other.

Th is model of human self-consciousness poses a great challenge for 
theology, since it reduces all human relationships to a struggle for domi-
nation. How, then, do we actualize the divine command to love our 
neighbor as ourselves? How do we make real Paul’s eschatological vision 
of a community free from relationships of domination? As noted earlier, 
the most insidious aspect of racism is the tendency for the subjugated 
group to internalize the dominant group’s negative objectifi cation of itself. 
In Hegel’s terms, the self-identity of the oppressed group originates in the 
experience of being treated as an object-for-others at the expense of self-
determining subjectivity. A Christian theology interested in overcoming 
the prevailing racist ideology must embrace two equally important tasks: 
(1) to expose and transcend all manifestations of cultural idolatry, and (2) 
to foster the development of historical agency and positive cultural iden-
tity among the victims of oppression. Only when we as Christians recog-
nize the full humanity of the “other” by allowing the other to defi ne it-
self as other do we glimpse the prophetic vision of God’s kingdom, where 
there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female. So long as 
racism persists, and one group lives in subjugation to another, the church 
is called to resist the ideologies and structures that perpetuate racism.

Virgilio Elizondo is rightly credited with developing mestizaje as the 
chief theological metaphor employed by U.S. Latino/a theology for resist-
ing North American cultural hegemony.96 In the next chapter, I will iden-
tify three diff erent  —  though oft en confused  —  uses of mestizaje to argue 
that U.S. Latino/a theologians have inadvertently fostered a cultural and 
biological essentialism that impedes liberating praxis. My concerns with 
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Elizondo’s emphasis on biological mestizaje stem from the fact that his 
attempts to articulate an alternative to the language of modern racism  
—  which views various human groups as distinct biological entities  —  can 
perpetuate an essentialist view of human groups by insisting that mestizaje 
describes a new and distinct biological reality. I support his emancipatory 
project and strongly believe that mestizaje is a vital concept for racial rec-
onciliation, but not as the source of a distinct Latino/a genetic identity. 
Rather, by emphasizing the universality of mestizaje as a more accurate 
scientifi c description of human biological diversity, Latino/a theology can 
resist racism and positively transform racial discourse.
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2

Exploring Mestizaje as 
Th eological Metaphor

Globalization, understood as accelerated cultural interaction 
facilitated by technological advances that have de facto reduced geo-
graphic boundaries between nations and peoples, has elevated the cate-
gory of hybridity to the forefront of theoretical discourse on culture.1 Still, 
a backlash against hybridity as a social scientifi c paradigm has developed, 
in great part because of the shallowness of its analysis, as demonstrated 
by those who conceive of hybrid persons as “lubricants in the clashes of 
culture.”2 Not only has much of this analysis focused on the everyday 
multiculturalism of popular culture,3 but its optimistic presentation of the 
fusion of cultures has ignored long-standing cultural confl icts and also 
avoided questions of power and inequality: “Th e triumph of the hybrid is 
in fact a triumph of neo-liberal multiculturalism, a part of the triumph of 
global capitalism.”4 In other words, such analyses gloss over the historical 
confl icts between cultures by appealing to the intermarriage and blending 
of cultures as a means of overcoming confl ict without adequately address-
ing the reality that such confl icts are perpetuated  —  oft en to a heightened 
degree  —  by the “mixed” off spring of cross-cultural unions. Mestizaje, as a 
subset of hybridization, must engage the anti-hybridity backlash in order 
to provide some clarity about its distinct contribution to the discourse on 
globalization and multiculturalism.

Mestizaje: Critical Issues and Fundamental Concerns

While mestizaje has proved a useful locus for Latino/a theological refl ec-
tion, the concept has come under scrutiny for uncritically adopting es-
sentialist notions of race and ethnicity, for glossing over the ethnic and 
cultural diversity within U.S. Hispanic experience, and for contributing 
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to the insularity of U.S. Latino/a theology. For example, Andrew Irvine 
has argued that the use of mestizaje as a nationalist/liberative symbol 
within U.S. Latino/a theology can lead to a form of cultural essentialism 
that “hinders dialogue and solidarity between theologies and cultures.”5 
In 1988, John P. Rossing suggested that if “North American Christians lis-
ten to the voices of Hispanic Christians speaking from the intersections 
in our society, we can learn to see the entire church as a mestizo commu-
nity, in which people from all nations are reconciled to God and to each 
other.”6 Many years later mestizaje remains marginalized and overlooked 
by mainstream academic theology, and, as Benjamin Valentin contends, 
the Latino/a community contributes to this marginalization by employing 
mestizaje primarily as a means of establishing a unique Latino/a cultural 
identity and by isolating itself within an explicitly ecclesiocentric dis-
course.7 Despite such criticism, I remain optimistic that the metaphor of 
mestizaje can serve as a transcultural paradigm for resisting racism in our 
increasingly globalized society.

Th is investigation is written from the perspective of a Puerto Rican in 
the North American diaspora who, in spite of being born in the Carib-
bean and raised in Central America, received his formal theological edu-
cation in the hallowed halls of Union Th eological Seminary in New York 
and Princeton Th eological Seminary and has served as pastor for white, 
middle- class congregations in the midwestern United States. Consequently, 
my point of reference for discussing mestizaje and all its complexities is 
the North American context, specifi cally, theoretical work of primarily 
Roman Catholic, Mexican American theologians whose work dominates 
the landscape of Latino/a theology in the United States. While cherishing 
the contributions of such pioneers as Virgilio Elizondo and Andrés Guer-
rero, I am critical of the myopia affl  icting much U.S. Latino/a theology 
in promoting mestizaje as theological metaphor without accounting for 
the fact that in the Hispanic Caribbean there is another vision of mes-
tizaje that romanticizes the mixing of Spanish, African, and indigenous 
peoples in order to conceal the tragedies of genocide and exploitation 
that accompanied racial mixing in the sixteenth century.8 Consequently, 
I employ the term mestizaje fully aware that it is potentially harmful to 
an emancipatory theology, yet optimistic about its promise as a liberating 
theological metaphor. Within U.S. Latino/a theology there is a tendency 
to view biological mestizaje as the creation of a new “race”  —  that is, a new 
people of God9  —  by which “God and humanity come together to create 
a new reality.”10 Th is work challenges these ethnocentric and nationalist 



Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor 71

undertones by defending a complex notion of mestizaje that involves a 
conscious moral decision  —  an act of political solidarity  —  as a counterbal-
ance to those theological uses of the term that have unintentionally ap-
propriated the language of racial/ethnic exclusion, thereby compromising 
the socially transforming and inclusive vision of U.S. Latino/a theology.

Responding to the Anti-hybridity Backlash

Mestizaje draws criticism for essentializing Latino/a identity, and thus 
failing to transcend established models of cultural interaction charac-
terized by domination of the racialized other. Cuban anthropologist 
Fernando Ortiz, in describing the complexities of mestizaje, coined the 
term transculturation to account for the mutuality of exchange between 
cultures.11 He prefers this term to acculturation because the latter term 
suggests that the transition from one culture into another demands the 
loss of one’s original cultural identity, “which could be defi ned as a decul-
turation.”12 Transculturation, on the other hand, understands that even 
dominant cultures are infl uenced by the conquered and colonized, “al-
ways exerting an infl uence and being infl uenced in turn.”13 Furthermore, 
transculturation is preferable, since, like mestizaje, it makes room for cul-
tural innovation: “In the end . . . the result of every union of culture is 
similar to that of the reproductive process between individuals: the off -
spring always has something of both parents but is always diff erent from 
each of them.”14 Still, Walter D. Mignolo, while appreciative of Ortiz’s cri-
tique and correction of acculturation, ultimately rejects transculturation 
for its strong resemblance to mestizaje. Instead, he develops the concept 
of “border gnosis” or “border knowledge” to counter the direct linkage to 
the biological/cultural mixture of people in articulating a more inclusive 
and fl uid model of cultural interaction. In other words, Mignolo seeks a 
“transculturation without mestizaje.”15

Catholic theologian Orlando Espín has developed an “intercultural” 
theology of tradition that captures what the term transcultural conveys in 
my reconceptualization of mestizaje as theological paradigm:

An intercultural theology of tradition must squarely face the diffi  culties 
implied in relating, on the one hand, intercultural dialogue with its risks 
and its “contrasting” approach, and, on the other hand, the myriad partic-
ularizing and universalizing cultural horizons of humankind, as a means 
of constructing a multilayered, polyphonic, and non-innocent model of 



72 Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor

Catholic tradition. An intercultural theology of tradition, furthermore, 
must do all of this within the globalized and globalizing world context. 
And an intercultural theology of tradition should also refl ect on the pos-
sibilities and contours of intercultural interpretations of revelation (not 
forgetting to also develop an intercultural defi nition of revelation).16

Espín challenges dominant Catholic models of tradition as “inculturation” 
(the foundationalist belief in a cultural “something” that exists indepen-
dent of culture and is transmitted in particular cultures) by appealing to 
the theoretical work of Raúl Fornet-Betancourt on “intercultural” dis-
course17 in order to argue that even the truth of the Gospel, grounded 
as it is in the divine act of revelation, is nonetheless received and inter-
preted in culturally specifi c forms. Consequently, since all traditions are 
themselves culturally specifi c acts of interpretation, it is more accurate to 
describe traditions not as static receptacles of truth but as dynamic so-
cial practices through which “every generation attempts to construct, in 
its present, that corporate identity for itself in continuity with preceding 
generations of believers.”18 Such an open-ended and polyphonic under-
standing of tradition as the “present interpretation of the past in reference 
to the future”19 moves beyond merely recalling the past and necessitates 
transcultural or intercultural discourse.

While Mignolo favors transculturation to mestizaje as descriptive of the 
complex and multidirectional character of cultural exchange, he questions 
Ortiz’s use of the term to create a distinct mestizo culture, which in his 
opinion perpetuates the cultural essentialism Ortiz sought to overcome: 
“Th is is the main reason why I prefer the term colonial semiosis to trans-
culturation, which, in the fi rst defi nition provided by Ortiz, maintains the 
shadows of ‘mestizaje.’ ”20 Th is concern also guides Orlando Espín’s artic-
ulation of an intercultural theology:

Instead of inculturation we should perhaps speak of “intertranscultura-
tion,” whereby another “witnesses” to me, in an open inter-discursive dia-
logue, what he/she understands and lives as truth; and I within and from 
my own cultural perspective, will contrast and perhaps assume that truth, 
because I have discovered it as truth (within and from within my cultural 
horizon). And I in turn, upon my discovery of truth (possible within 
and from within my cultural perspective), “witness” to the other, again 
in an open inter-discursive dialogue, what I have come to understand 
and live as truth, inviting the other to question and/or grow in what he/
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she understands and lives as truth  —  thereby moving the process into an 
ever deepening and continuing dialogue where truth is discovered and 
affi  rmed, over and over, through mutual witnessing, contrasting dialogue, 
and non-colonizing refl ection.21

Still, in spite of misgivings about Ortiz’s use of transculturation as descrip-
tive of mutual cultural exchange, Mignolo recognizes that

the advantage of the term transculturation over mestizaje is not only its 
power to move us away from racial consideration, but also its ability to 
invite a second move toward the “social life of things.” It allows for the 
detachment of specifi c cultural entities from specifi c communities of 
people, identifi ed either in ethnic or national terms (e.g., Cubans, Indi-
ans, white, Negroes, and Mongols).22

Mignolo’s underlying concern with mestizaje is that it perpetuates the 
modern/colonial world system by creating the idea of a homogeneous 
Latin American mestizo identity as “other” to the colonial power without 
fully recognizing the cultural heterogeneity of Latin America. Th e prob-
lem with all such essentializing terms used to defi ne ethnic/cultural iden-
tity is that “they reveal and they occlude. Th ey are also the grounding of a 
system of geopolitical values, of racial confi gurations, and of hierarchical 
structures of meaning and knowledge.”23 Th ere is risk in using the term 
mestizaje. Nevertheless, this investigation argues this term reveals some-
thing very important about racism in the North American context that 
Mignolo has not properly accounted for, and can therefore be utilized to 
subvert the dominant discourse on race.

Kathryn Tanner, in Th eories of Culture: A New Agenda for Th eology 
(1997), questions the notion that “cultures are self-contained and clearly 
bounded units, internally consistent and unifi ed wholes of beliefs and val-
ues simply transmitted to every member of their respective groups as prin-
ciples of social order.”24 Instead, she advocates a view of cultural identity 
as something fl uid, “what we might call a postmodern stress on interac-
tive process and negotiation, indeterminacy, fragmentation, confl ict, and 
porosity.”25 Before reformulating the notion of culture from a postmodern 
perspective, Tanner attempts a postmodern reconstruction of culture that 
shares many of the same qualities ascribed to mestizaje, in which diff er-
ences “are not marked by boundaries separating self-contained cultures” 
and “cultural elements may cross such boundaries without jeopardizing 
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the distinctiveness of diff erent cultures.”26 Her goal is to “de-center” dom-
inant conceptualizations of culture in order to give greater attention to 
the role of humans as culture-creating agents and view culture itself as 
an open-ended and continually changing historical process. Within this 
complex web of social relationships theorists are still able to identify sta-
ble cultural forms that give a particular culture its distinct identity, with 
the understanding that a culture is not defi ned solely by the dominant 
forms but is best understood as a “community of argument” involving 
many perspectives.

Given this understanding of culture as something that is constantly ne-
gotiated within a culture, between cultures, and between the community 
and the individual, it is not surprising that Tanner embraces the notion of 
hybridity:

Th e distinctiveness of cultural identity is therefore not a product of isola-
tion; it is not a matter of a culture’s being simply self-generated, pure and 
unmixed; it is not a matter of “us” vs. “them.” Cultural identity becomes, 
instead, a hybrid, a relational aff air, something that lives between as much 
as within cultures. What is important for cultural identity is the novel 
way cultural elements from elsewhere are now put to work, by means of 
such complex and ad hoc relational processes as resistance, appropria-
tion, subversion, and compromise.27

Mestizaje is a particular instance of such hybridity, suggesting that  —  in 
much the same way that scientifi c descriptions of racial/ethnic diff erence 
have rejected the notion of racial purity and the existence of distinct ra-
cial groups in favor of a view of human biological diff erence as variations 
along the same genetic location  —  culture is best described as a commu-
nal and relational process of appropriation and distanciation that is nei-
ther social determinism nor autonomous self-determination. Accordingly, 
Tanner looks to instances of ethnic mixing as examples of what she means 
by a postmodern view of cultural identity: “Creoles and exiles, colonized 
peoples who ‘write back’ to colonizing nations using those nation’s own 
literary forms, ethnic or racial minorities who revel in their own mixed 
heritage, become models for this interrelational notion of identity.”28

Th is investigation chooses to employ the term mestizaje because it is 
the dominant metaphor for cultural identity employed by U.S. Latino/a 
theologians, and because it reminds the dominant culture that exist-
ing social stratifi cations are built upon an ideology and history of white 
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cultural domination. In other words, while acknowledging that hybrid-
ity and transculturation are suitable conceptual alternatives, the use of 
mestizaje is a subversive political act that empowers those labeled racially 
“other” (and therefore less than human) to resist cultural and political 
domination by valuing their diff erence. Admittedly, linking biological and 
cultural identity to liberative uses of the term mestizaje is problematic. 
However, because of its emancipatory value as a tool for resisting racism, 
mestizaje remains a fl exible enough concept to include the valuation of a 
previously despised biological heritage without devolving into a narrow 
ethnocentrism, racial essentialism, or nationalism.

Globalization as Mestizaje

Sociologist Jan Nederveeen Pieterse conceptualizes globalization as a 
process of hybridization in order to counter the view that globalization 
is a form of cultural homogenization. Given a nonessentialist view of hu-
man cultures, defi ning cultural interaction as hybridization (or mestizaje) 
seems almost tautological. Nonetheless, in spite of widespread theoretical 
acceptance of these two paradigms for racial and cultural mixing, there 
remains social resistance to the realities of biological and cultural mix-
ing in the North American context, as evidenced by the ongoing furor 
over Latin American immigration and the challenge it poses to Ameri-
can cultural homogeny (Huntington). Hybridization remains a meaning-
ful paradigm for combating existing cultural and ethnic essentialisms be-
cause it unsettles received and static conceptualizations of culture while 
simultaneously rejecting “easy” forms of multiculturalism: “Structural 
hybridization, or the increase in the range of organizational options, and 
cultural hybridization, or the doors of erstwhile imagined communities 
opening up, are signs of an age of boundary crossing, not, surely, the era-
sure of boundaries.”29 Mestizaje, as a form of cultural hybridization, not 
only challenges nationalism, racism, ethnocentrism, and other forms of 
cultural essentialism but also addresses the fundamental inequality of 
global capitalism by focusing on the historical relationships that perpetu-
ate domination and exploitation.

Nevertheless, the theoretical language of mestizaje employed by U.S. 
Latino/a theology does not always adequately focus on the historical and 
political dimensions of mestizaje but is plagued by a persistent eschatol-
ogy.30 Th is is evident in the work of Mexican philosopher José Vasconce-
los (1882 –  1959), whose views have infl uenced many Latino/a theologians, 
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and the theology of Virgilio Elizondo, the fi rst U.S. Latino/a theologian to 
employ mestizaje as locus theologicus, since both thinkers seek emancipa-
tory social transformation yet entrust it to a gradual process of racial/eth-
nic mixing rather than to some more immediate political agenda. Given 
that Christian thought is inherently eschatological, it is not surprising to 
fi nd Elizondo placing so much emphasis on a future hope, but a messi-
anic dimension of mestizaje also permeates the philosophy of Vasconce-
los, whose short manifesto, La raza cósmica (Th e Cosmic Race) provides 
a pseudotheological narrative advocating Latin American  —  and specifi -
cally Mexican  —  racial superiority. Vasconcelos, a Mexican philosopher 
who countered the prevailing positivism31 of his age with an aesthetic and 
prophetic vision of the future, develops the thesis “that the various races 
of the earth tend to intermix at a gradually increasing pace, and eventu-
ally will give rise to a new human type, composed of selections from each 
of the races already in existence.”32 Th e text recounts the mythical prehis-
toric origins of racial diversity, describes the gradual mixing of races, and 
argues for the mutual enrichment of racial groups through the process of 
mestizaje. According to Vasconcelos, the present age is dominated by two 
groups, the Saxons (England) and the Latins (Spain), who embody the 
evolution of the human race through a process of gradual world unifi ca-
tion that originates in war and confl ict but fi nds its fulfi llment in a beauti-
ful Utopian vision of racial harmony made possible by historical/biologi-
cal mestizaje: “A mixture of races accomplished according to the laws of 
social well-being, sympathy, and beauty, will lead to the creation of a type 
infi nitely superior to all that have previously existed.”33 He argues that 
while the English conquered and destroyed the natives of the New World 
(whom Vasconcelos links to the “original” Atlantean race of mythical pre-
history), the Spanish colonization created mestizaje, in accord with “their 
divine mission in America . . . the mission of fusing all peoples ethnically 
and spiritually.”34 In eff ect, the racial and cultural mixing of Latin Amer-
ica is interpreted as a prophetic vision of humanity’s global future, a way 
forward that transcends those confl icts arising from diff erence by positing 
biological and cultural mixing as a divinely guided historical process that 
will yield a new messianic “race.”

Vasconcelos’s interpretation of the horrifi c realities of mestizaje in 
Latin America (violent conquest, rape, and genocide of entire peoples) 
through the hermeneutical lens of eschatological hope has had a great 
infl uence upon U.S. Hispanic theology, especially as mediated by the 
work of Chicano theologian Andrés Guerrero.35 Th e attraction of La raza 
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cósmica for many Latino/a theologians is that it provides a model for un-
derstanding biological and cultural mixing that values the contributions 
of all cultures without dissolving the uniqueness of each race and cul-
ture. Its great weakness is that the creation of this new mixed “race” does 
not necessarily lead to the end of human confl ict. Th ere is a naïve pre-
sumption in the work of both Vasconcelos and Elizondo that mestizos, 
by having experienced marginalization and oppression at the hands of 
both parent cultures, will heed their divine election and accept the yoke 
of liberation for all peoples. Vasconcelos hoped for the dissolution of con-
fl ict and disagreement between peoples through the ongoing mixture of 
races and cultures, a process that would result in a new humanity, the 
cosmic race that would incorporate all the biological and cultural gift s of 
each human grouping for the benefi t of all humanity. According to Vas-
concelos, Latin American mestizaje is a foretaste of this new humanity, 
which helps explain both the strong messianic dimension and the em-
phasis upon Latin American  —  and specifi cally Mexican  —  national iden-
tity in much U.S. Latino/a theology. However, great care must be taken to 
avoid categorizing Virgilio Elizondo as one of those Hispanic theologians 
writing in the North American context who is heavily infl uenced by the 
philosophy of Vasconcelos. In fact, none of his major works on mestizaje 
cite or discuss La raza cósmica, and when pressed by colleagues to discuss 
the infl uence of Vasconcelos on his own understanding of mestizaje, Eli-
zondo affi  rms that his conceptualizations were nurtured and grew in the 
fertile ground of the popular religiosity of his childhood with its focus on 
Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe.36 Accordingly, this investigation  —  without 
denying the infl uence of José Vasconcelos as mediated through the theol-
ogy of Andrés Guerrero and more recently Roberto Goizueta37  —  begins 
its conceptual analysis and criticism of mestizaje with an exploration of 
the theology of Virgilio Elizondo in recognition of his unparalleled infl u-
ence upon U.S. Latino/a theology.

Th e Role of Ethnic Identity in U.S. Latino/a Th eologies

While mestizaje has played a central role in the development of U.S. 
Latino/a theology, many Latino/a theologies minimize the ethnic and 
cultural diversity within U.S. Hispanic communities for the sake of a 
pan-ethnic Latino/a identity. In fact, outside the very small world of U.S. 
Latino/a academic theology, mestizaje is most oft en associated with pan-
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Hispanic nationalist and ethnocentric political movements. Two impor-
tant works, an article in the Journal of Hispanic/Latino Th eology by An-
drew Irvine (August 2000) and a book by Benjamin Valentin, Mapping 
Public Th eology: Beyond Culture, Identity, and Diff erence (2002), attempt 
to rehabilitate mestizaje as a potentially liberating metaphor.

Andrew Irvine, an Australian living and teaching in the United States, 
has written about his affi  nity for Latino/a theologies, arguing that due to 
his experience as a foreigner in the United States he fi nds more in com-
mon with Latino/a and African American colleagues than he does with 
“Anglo” Americans.38 While acknowledging that his skin color (not to 
mention linguistic heritage) has allowed him greater acceptance among 
white Americans, Irvine’s experiences as both insider and outsider in 
mainstream North American culture have fostered an appreciation for  —  
and empathy with  —  the Latino/a experience of mestizaje. With this per-
sonal confession as background, Irvine asks some key critical questions 
about U.S. Latino/a theological refl ection on mestizaje:

It is above all the diverse and densely lived situations of mestizaje that 
force the theological problematic of authority to our attention. How, and 
to what extent, has attention to mestizaje authorized theological contri-
butions as distinctively Hispanic or Latino theology? How, and to what 
extent, has attention to mestizaje made such theologies distinctively au-
thoritative for Latinas and Latinos?39

He then proceeds to develop a typology that catalogs the ways in which 
mestizaje has been appropriated by U.S. Latino/a theologians over the last 
thirty years in order to illuminate the key question confronting Latino/a 
theologies  —  what makes a particular theological contribution distinctively 
Hispanic? Irvine concludes the article with a discussion of mestizaje as a 
nationalist religious symbol in order to critique a potentially limiting and 
dangerous tendency in some U.S. Latino/a theologies.

Irvine is careful to acknowledge that, like any typology, his proposal 
is neither comprehensive nor fi nal; his analysis is intended to challenge 
U.S. Latino/a theologians to think through their categories of thought sys-
tematically in order to “discern whether and where the various types of 
appropriation of mestizaje are in fact harmonious, in tension, or in out-
right contest.”40 Yet, as someone outside the Hispanic community, Andrew 
Irvine admits the risk he takes in writing such a piece and declares that 
whatever “authority this piece possesses will be in large part a function of 
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the authority Hispanic/Latino theologians grant it.”41 Irvine’s discussion is 
useful, since it highlights many of the same concerns motivating the pres-
ent investigation. Nonetheless, while his typology is an important conver-
sation partner, ultimately I propose a diff erent framework for evaluating 
the use of mestizaje as theological metaphor  —  one that not only describes 
the various ways U.S. Latino/a theologians have appropriated mestizaje, 
but also traces the evolution of the concept from its earliest appearance as 
a unifying force in the creation of a shared Hispanic ethnic identity to its 
more emancipatory and dialogical manifestations.

Irvine describes fi ve distinct ways in which mestizaje is employed by 
U.S. Latino/a theologies: (1) historical mestizaje as descriptive of the his-
tory of conquest and domination that gave rise to a mixture of cultures 
and ethnicities and the continuing experience of belonging to two or 
more cultures while not fully belonging to any; (2) biblical mestizaje as 
the hermeneutical perspective from which to read and interpret the life of 
Jesus of Nazareth as the source of Latino/a cultural identity, since in Jesus 
God elected one of the marginalized to reveal the divine will, a mission 
continued in the life of mestizos who represent (some of) today’s margin-
alized; (3) liberating mestizaje as a way of broadening the concept of God’s 
preferential option for the poor to encompass not just the economically 
oppressed but also those marginalized by virtue of race or ethnicity; (4) 
eschatological mestizaje as the future hope by which the human commu-
nity is transformed into God’s kingdom  —  used analogically to describe 
God’s work of redemption within the mestizo church; and (5) nationalist 
mestizaje to describe its pan-Hispanic nationalist uses.42 Irvine contends 
this last type creates a crisis for U.S. Latino/a theology by emphasizing 
identity-based politics to the detriment of those uses of mestizaje that em-
brace an ethos of inclusion.

Th e danger inherent in appropriating mestizaje as both a religious and 
a nationalist symbol is that the latter discourse can perpetuate the notion 
that ethnic diff erences are irreconcilable and can also be used to justify 
exclusionary practices  —  further “ghettoizing” an already politically mar-
ginalized minority population. Consequently, Irvine seeks to transcend 
those uses of mestizaje that facilitate a cultural essentialism in which only 
those who are ethnically or biologically mestizos are capable of bridging 
cultural divides:

I propose an alternative interpretation of the relation of intellectual work 
to the life-labors of the poor. Intellect can reach out to share imaginatively 
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in another’s experience, regardless of social or existential situation. Or, in-
tellect can refuse any such imaginative encounter. Th is is the force behind 
the well-established position in liberation theology that the call to make a 
preferential option for the poor is issued to both the rich and poor. With-
out that possibility, the option cannot be binding.43

While Andrew Irvine’s fi ft h descriptive category correctly diagnoses the 
crisis within U.S. Latino/a theology, and may help explain why mestizaje 
has not been embraced by the theological mainstream, he does not pro-
pose a viable alternative to the nationalist discourse underlying so many 
Latino/a theologies. Instead, he merely suggests that such an understand-
ing of mestizaje may be incompatible with other theological uses of the 
term. Perhaps Irvine is purposely cautious, since he is writing about U.S. 
Latino/a theology as an outsider looking in. Still, I agree with Irvine that 
mestizaje must be reconceptualized in such a way that its emancipatory 
potential is not forever linked to a literal or nationalist understanding of 
mestizaje but is interpreted as a moral and political possibility regardless 
of a person’s biological heritage.

Like Irvine, Benjamin Valentin  —  a Puerto Rican born and raised in the 
United States  —  is concerned with the insularity of U.S. Latino/a theology; 
however, his analysis of this emerging theological movement moves be-
yond mestizaje to also include popular religious practices. Furthermore, 
as a U.S. Latino/a theologian, he can off er a comprehensive critique of the 
most insular aspects of Latino/a theology without evoking the negative 
reactions an outsider like Irvine would likely face. Valentin’s constructive 
proposal espouses a pragmatic and progressive public theology that seeks 
to provide a “spiritual basis for the integration of the struggle for equal-
ity and justice into broader spheres of everyday life.”44 His primary thesis 
is that Latino/a theologians, by focusing almost exclusively on mestizaje 
and popular religion, have created an ethos that emphasizes matters of 
personal and group cultural identity to the detriment of political and eco-
nomic liberation.

While acknowledging that the search for both a positive self-identity 
and collective cultural identity is a crucial component of liberation in the 
United States, Valentin argues that the challenge facing U.S. Hispanic the-
ologies is no longer the creation of a unifying ethnic identity but “that 
of fi nding ways to construct discourses that can simultaneously help ex-
cluded groups to establish themselves as distinctive communities with 
distinct social claims, while also situating these claims and concerns in 
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the broader context of the continental ‘American’ society.”45 He concludes 
that “Latino theological scholarship as a whole is driven by this fervor to 
promote cultural affi  rmation and the achievement of positive self-identity 
and group identity,”46 while demonstrating an “inability to break out of 
a specifi cally Hispanic/Latino localism.”47 In order to help U.S. Latino/a 
theology break out of its provincial shell, Valentin identifi es two dominant 
trends contributing to the insularity of U.S. Latino/a theological refl ection 
and suggests a more “public” direction grounded in the constructive the-
ology of Gordon Kaufman, the critical social theory of Nancy Fraser, and 
the “prophetic pragmatism” of Cornel West. According to Valentin, U.S. 
Latino/a theology exhibits a general ecclesiocentrism that limits its ability 
to aff ect the national public discourse, and a tendency to focus discussion 
on issues of culture and identity to the detriment of broader emancipa-
tory political projects.48

Th is work agrees with Valentin’s assessment that U.S. Latino/a theology 
needs to engage various “publics” or risk cultural and political irrelevance, 
yet disagrees with his overall characterization of U.S. Latino/a theology 
as an insular conversation solely concerned with matters of personal and 
group identity and therefore incapable of contributing to the common 
moral discourse. Granted, mestizaje within U.S. Hispanic theology can 
(1) contribute to exclusionary practices within Latino/a churches, (2) per-
petuate the self-marginalization of an already politically disenfranchised 
minority population, and (3) undermine eff orts at political and economic 
liberation by focusing almost exclusively on issues of cultural and ethnic 
identity. Nevertheless, U.S. Latino/a theology  —  by employing mestizaje as 
a multivalent theological metaphor  —  contains within its own distinctive 
discourse a model for public theology capable of transforming the public 
discourse on social justice in very positive ways.49

In Mapping Public Th eology, Benjamin Valentin examines the theol-
ogy of Virgilio Elizondo only when discussing mestizaje as a source of 
Latino/a cultural identity. His choice to focus on Elizondo is made pri-
marily for the sake of expediency:

Virgilio Elizondo was in fact the fi rst theologian to employ Latino/a mes-
tizaje, specifi cally Mexican American mestizaje, as a starting point for 
Hispanic theological refl ection in the United States. As pioneer of the 
theological translation of lived mestizaje, his texts have come to be in-
fl uential and are frequently cited by Hispanic theologians writing on the 
subject.50
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However, by neglecting contributions from other theologians, Valentin’s 
analysis and criticism ignore those uses that envision mestizaje as a lib-
erating and politically empowering metaphor for public discourse. While 
his analysis of Elizondo’s use of mestizaje exposes many of the same fl aws 
identifi ed earlier in this chapter  —  namely, that emphasizing the biologi-
cal/literal use of mestizaje encourages identity-based politics that may 
contribute to the marginalization of U.S. Latino/a theology  —  his conclu-
sion, that all Latino/a theologies embracing the discourse of mestizaje 
are unable to “break out” of a specifi cally Hispanic location, is unwar-
ranted. Th e works of theologians like Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Luis G. 
Pedraja provide strong examples of how mestizaje has been transformed 
from a source of personal and group identity to a politically empowering 
model of social activism and dialogic encounter. When Benjamin Val-
entin argues that a “theology that aims to promote social justice cannot 
be limited to discussions of symbolic culture, local identity, subjectivity, 
and diff erence,”51 this investigation argues that U.S. Latino/a theology’s 
distinctive contribution to the public discourse on social justice is to 
link political and economic liberation to matters of ethnic and cultural 
identity.

Th ree Perspectives on Mestizaje

Over the last three decades U.S. Hispanic theologians have articulated an 
intentionally ecumenical (Roman Catholic, mainline Protestant, Pente-
costal) and multicultural theology. Th is movement, teología en conjunto, 
exemplifi es a communal approach to doing theology involving the co-
operative eff orts of theologians, pastors, and laypeople.52 Arising from 
the social reality of an oppressed and marginalized group within North 
American society, teología en conjunto has developed a critique of the 
dominant culture (grounded in the pioneering work of Latin American 
liberation theology)53 critical of the North American “melting pot” myth 
that minimizes racial and ethnic diff erences for the sake of cultural as-
similation. Nevertheless, the relationship of U.S. Latino/a theology to the 
broader Christian tradition is neither assimilation nor outright rejection. 
Instead, mestizo Christianity values both its marginalized ethnic identity 
and its cultural inheritance from the dominant Western Christian tradi-
tion, as demonstrated by the collective eff ort of Latino/a theologians to 
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make the biblical message and the dominant theological traditions rele-
vant to the Hispanic community while simultaneously developing a pro-
phetic critique of these dominant traditions from the margins. Th is emer-
gent theological movement is recognized for valuing ethnic particularity 
while denouncing social structures that perpetuate exclusion on the basis 
of race and ethnicity. By reconceptualizing mestizaje as a moral and polit-
ical act, some Latino/a theologians heighten the transcontextual relevance 
of mestizaje and answer those critics who would argue that the contribu-
tions of U.S. Latino/a theology “merely refl ect back the horizons of the 
community of protest in self-affi  rmation.”54

Justo L. González asserts that the most important contribution of U.S. 
Latino/a theology is a “new ecumenism” characterized by a liberating 
reading of Scripture that seeks to transcend the particularities of culture, 
race, and socioeconomic status with a vision of the kingdom of God capa-
ble of transforming our present reality. Such a reading of the Bible “must 
throw light on our current situation, help us understand it, and support 
us in the struggles for justice and liberation.”55 However, if Latino/a theo-
logical refl ection does not extend beyond the church’s confessional walls, 
“our emancipatory discursive praxis will fail to accomplish any signifi -
cant changes in the sociopolitical arena.”56 In spite of confessional diff er-
ences it is possible to examine U.S. Latino/a theology as a single entity 
because of a common linguistic/cultural heritage and a shared experience 
of marginalization implicit in the term mestizaje. I selected three theo-
logians, representing diff erent traditions, genders, national/ethnic back-
grounds, and methodological perspectives, to provide a brief survey of 
U.S. Latino/a theology and to support the claim that Latino/a theology 
embodies an ethos of inclusion. Moving beyond an understanding of mes-
tizaje as merely the mixing of biological heritages, Latino/a theology also 
explores the intricacies of cultural mixing; more important, it attempts 
to understand the role of this biological and cultural mixing within the 
context of God’s salvifi c plan for humanity. By recognizing the interested 
perspective of every explanatory narrative, Latino/a theology encourages 
intersubjective conversation as a corrective against the tendency to uni-
versalize particular points of view, making the task of theology a necessar-
ily public endeavor. Accordingly, U.S. Latino/a theology works to establish 
its distinctive voice in mutually enriching conversation across boundaries 
of belief, culture, gender, race, and ethnicity, or risk cultural irrelevance 
and political impotence.
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Virgilio Elizondo and the Birth of Mestizo Th eology

Virgilio Elizondo, a Mexican American priest from San Antonio, Texas, 
is perhaps the most infl uential fi gure within Roman Catholic Hispanic 
theology whose works have contributed much to the development of 
teología en conjunto. Th e discourse on mestizaje within U.S. Latino/a the-
ology cannot be understood without reference to his seminal text, Gali-
lean Journey: Th e Mexican-American Promise (1984), in which Elizondo 
interprets the life and witness of Jesus Christ through the lens of Mexi-
can American experience and then develops a theological critique of the 
dominant North American culture. Galilean Journey begins with an in-
terpretation of the Mexican American experience that presupposes a par-
ticular understanding of the relation of faith to culture in which culture is 
the medium through which God is revealed. Elizondo interprets the his-
tory of Mexican American culture from a faith perspective as the journey 
from oppression toward liberation. Accordingly, mestizaje is viewed as the 
means through which God transforms the world  —  the eschatological fu-
ture breaking into the human present.

In part 1 of Galilean Journey, Elizondo develops the thesis that the 
people of Mexico (including what is now the American Southwest) have 
experienced a double conquest that produced the historical and cultural 
mestizaje that defi nes contemporary Mexican American reality. Th e fi rst 
wave of mestizaje refers to the Spanish-Catholic conquest of Mexico, the 
second wave to the nineteenth-century conquest and annexation of Mexi-
can territory by the United States.57 In this historical context, mestizaje 
connotes half-breed and impure status (presupposing the existence of a 
superior “pure race”) and contributes to a harmful psychological internal-
ization of the dehumanizing objectifi cation experienced at the hands of 
the dominant powers. From the perspective of the conqueror, to be mes-
tizo is to be less than human. During the oppression phase of Elizondo’s 
history of mestizaje, Mexican Americans internalized the oppressor’s de-
grading image of them and accepted it as their own cultural identity. A 
fundamental tenet of Elizondo’s conceptualization of mestizaje is his belief 
in the uniqueness of this event in recorded human history: never before 
has such a massive biological mixture, clash, and confl uence of human 
cultures occurred.58 From this tenet Elizondo is able to draw positive con-
sequences for mestizaje: what was basically the violent conquest and sub-
jugation of a people is transformed into a salvifi c act of God. Th us, in the 
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liberation phase of Elizondo’s cultural history, mestizo identity becomes a 
source of personal empowerment and social renewal.

In tracing the historical development of Mexican American cultural 
identity from oppression to liberation, Virgilio Elizondo develops a cul-
tural anthropology that explains why dominant, homogeneous cultures 
fear cultural and biological mixing, given the fact that as “a biological 
phenomenon, mestizaje  —  the generation of a new people from two dis-
parate parent peoples  —  has been very common in the evolution of hu-
mankind.”59 Elizondo observes three tendencies (which he terms “anthro-
pological laws of human behavior”) that are always present at the inter-
section of two distinct cultures. Th ese are (1) the tendency toward group 
inclusion/exclusion in order to preserve group purity, (2) the tendency to 
create social distance at the individual/personal level, and (3) the elimina-
tion of those who threaten the barriers that preserve group purity. Cul-
tural identity is the result of social self-defi nition; threats to the unifying 
cultural identity of a group result in the formation of values and practices 
that maintain the purity of said social group. Historically, certain con-
crete characteristics like “race, class, language, family name, education, 
economic status, social position, [and] religion” have been used to dis-
tinguish “us” from “them.”60 Furthermore, this process of self-defi nition 
as a negation of the other permeates all levels of cultural interaction, so 
much so that even “when deep personal friendships or love relationships 
develop, social barriers interfere with harmonization.”61 Certain essential-
ist categories become so internalized that even within the most intimate 
relationships (e.g., between a husband and wife, parent and child), the 
“superior/inferior” dichotomy of domination is preserved, undermining 
the possibility of relationships of true equality. Finally, Elizondo argues 
that this tendency toward “group purity” is so prevalent that the domi-
nant culture develops discourses to justify the elimination of anyone who 
threatens or obscures the barriers that preserve purity.

Mestizaje as a cultural force is most destabilizing and threatening at the 
nexus of two confl icting tendencies in human behavior  —  the social drive 
toward “group purity” versus the formation of individual relationships 
that transcend divisive barriers  —  perhaps best embodied in the loving re-
lationship between a husband and wife of diff erent cultures, and, specifi -
cally, in the children of such unions. Th e mestizo is a concrete reminder of 
the inadequacy of existing categories of self-defi nition employed by both 
parent cultures. To be mestizo “is to have closeness to and distance from 



86 Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor

both parent cultures,” to be both insider and outsider in both cultures; 
consequently, by breaking down the barriers that preserve self-identity 
and social stability, mestizaje threatens both the dominant and the con-
quered cultures.62 Yet, precisely because it is a force for social instabil-
ity, mestizaje can become a force for universal liberation. According to 
Elizondo, the process of cultural maturity reaches its apex when, instead 
of simply assimilating itself into one of the two parent cultures, thereby 
perpetuating the history of oppression, the mestizo group transcends its 
parent cultures and becomes a new humanity  —  that is, it embodies a new 
way of relating one to the other that is not based on exclusion and the 
preservation of relations of domination.

Part 2 of Galilean Journey begins with a methodological caveat about 
the relation of Scripture to culture that states that the religious experience 
of Mexican American people must be judged by the Word of God: “We 
must be aware that we, like all Christians, are historico-culturally con-
ditioned and that we read the gospels from within our conditioned per-
spective. Th is is both our limitation and our originality.”63 In other words, 
a careful reading of the Scriptures in which the foundational events of 
Christianity are read and interpreted by emphasizing the meaning of 
these events in their original cultural and historical context provides a 
corrective against the tendency to “confuse the cultural expression of our 
faith with the faith, and begin to impose our cultural expressions of the 
gospel on the gospel.”64 At the same time, Elizondo emphasizes the im-
portance of judging the Scriptures through the hermeneutical lens of the 
contemporary community’s lived faith. Otherwise, “If the gospel is not re-
interpreted through the expressions, language, and symbols of the faith 
community, it will appear as foreign, lifeless, or even destructive doctrine, 
not an incarnated, life-giving power.”65

Not surprisingly, the Incarnation becomes a central doctrine for a 
mestizo reading of the New Testament: “Th e overwhelming originality of 
Christianity is the basic belief of our faith that not only did the Son of 
God become a human being, but he became Jesus of Nazareth.”66 Accord-
ing to Virgilio Elizondo, it is of great theological import that God chooses 
what the world rejects  —  Jesus, a Jew of questionable parentage, living in 
an insignifi cant region of the country (Galilee), who fraternizes with so-
cial outcasts and women  —  in order to bring about reconciliation and sal-
vation. Elizondo identifi es the “Galilee principle” as the fi rst principle for 
understanding the cultural and historical context of the New Testament: 
“what human beings reject, God chooses as his very own.”67 If the possibility 
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of reversing the eff ects of generation upon generation of domination be-
gins with the cultural acceptance of mestizaje, the interpretation of Jesus 
as a marginalized Galilean is crucial to Elizondo’s eschatological vision in 
which Mexican Americans “discover their ultimate identity as God’s cho-
sen people.”68 Although Elizondo’s language oft en functions like the lan-
guage of group self-defi nition (i.e., by implying some sort of “us” versus 
“them” dichotomy), he is careful to always link the language of mestizaje 
to Christ’s liberating mission, suggesting that mestizo identity diff ers sig-
nifi cantly from past conceptualizations of group identity. Th e good news 
of liberation as the ultimate unifying characteristic of mestizaje transcends 
both parent cultures  —  transcends all cultures  —  for it is “in Christ that the 
heads of the rejected can truly be raised high with the pride that it is in 
and through them that the expected liberation and peace of the world is 
now beginning.”69

In Elizondo’s history of mestizaje  —  understood as the journey from 
oppression to liberation, from rejection to election, and from marginal-
ization to new creation  —  the ultimate identity of an oppressed people is 
located in the Galilean identity of Jesus. Th us, the second hermeneutical 
principle for understanding the New Testament context is the “Jerusalem 
principle,” in which the oppressed people’s mission to the world is viewed 
as the continuation of Christ’s self-sacrifi cing public ministry. In the Scrip-
tures Jesus undertakes a journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, culminating 
with his death on the cross, yet Elizondo wants to view Jesus’ entire pub-
lic ministry as salvifi c (and not just the cross). In the same way that the 
oppressed and marginalized fi nd their identity in Jesus’ “mixed” Galilean 
background, their lives fi nd meaning and purpose in his life-affi  rming and 
world-transforming ministry: “God chooses an oppressed people, not to 
bring them comfort in their oppression, but to enable them to confront, 
transcend, and transform whatever in the oppressor society diminishes 
and destroys the fundamental dignity of human nature.”70 Jesus confronts 
the oppressors, but unlike most revolutionaries, Jesus brings genuine lib-
eration by inaugurating a new creation  —  a new way for human beings to 
relate one with another. A mestizo people, while experiencing marginal-
ization and subjugation, are called by God to build bridges between the 
oppressor and the oppressed.

In the same way that Jesus lived and ministered at the margins of so-
ciety, himself one of the marginalized, Elizondo interprets the calling and 
mission of oppressed peoples, and specifi cally Mexican Americans, as 
continuing Jesus’ struggle for liberation. Th roughout the history of Chris-
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tianity the church has always existed within culture while diff erentiating 
itself from culture. Sometimes the church has committed the sin of iden-
tifying itself too much with the dominant culture; at other times it has 
risked hampering its evangelical mission by removing itself entirely from 
culture. Elizondo argues for an understanding of church that does not set-
tle for an easy resolution of this dialectical tension but instead prefers to 
live “between the times”  —  God’s kingdom breaking into the present but 
not yet fully realized  —  as the body of Christ incarnated in our communal 
existence: “Th e church is the mestizo par excellence because it strives to 
bring about a new synthesis of the earthly and the heavenly (Eph. 1:10). It 
is the ‘third’ or new people, which assumes the good that was there before 
and gives it new meaning, direction, and life: faith, hope, and charity.”71 
Th us, for Virgilio Elizondo mestizaje is not an accident of birth but a pro-
phetic vocation.

Part 3 of Galilean Journey completes the pattern at the heart of Eli-
zondo’s cultural history of mestizaje: the journey from Galilee (marginal-
ization) to Jerusalem (struggle for liberation) ends in death (crucifi xion), 
but from death comes new life (resurrection). Th e third interpretive prin-
ciple for understanding the Gospel matrix is the “resurrection principle” 
upon which the hope of the believing community rests. In God’s act of 
salvation and reconciliation through Jesus Christ the world witnessed a 
revaluation of all values, in which love triumphs over evil, weakness is ex-
alted as truly powerful, and death becomes the gateway to life. Th e cross, 
once a symbol of shame, becomes the symbol of divine election:

Th e poor and marginated of society can be transformed in their encoun-
ter with the risen Lord. In him, they can come to life and overcome their 
fears. Th ey will no longer be enslaved or silenced, nor will they hide away 
in their ghettos. As the “new” Galileans of the Acts of the Apostles, they 
will not hesitate to speak openly and make the truth be heard by all. Con-
crete manifestations of sin will be exposed. Such denunciations are part 
of the divine mandate constitutive of discipleship of Jesus on his way to 
Jerusalem. In the encounter with the risen Lord, the powerless of society 
are now reborn so as to become a new power for the salvation of all.72

Th e Latino/a emphasis upon the cross and resurrection, far from becom-
ing a panacea for suff ering, strengthens us in our suff ering for others.

Elizondo characterizes the current period of Christian history as the 



Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor 89

beginning of a new universalism originating in mestizaje. What appears 
a contradictory statement  —  universal Christian salvation born from the 
particular experience of the Mexican American people  —  is in fact a pro-
found statement about God’s preferential option for the poor and op-
pressed as the means for liberating all of humanity: “Th is new love came 
through many cultures (the way of the incarnation) but at the same time 
transcended them by opening them up to the wealth and riches of other 
cultures (the way of transcendence)  —  to respect local cultures but not to 
canonize new ghettos.”73 God has acted in the world through mestizaje to 
overcome the barriers human cultures create to exclude the other. Mes-
tizaje represents neither the victory nor the defeat of an established peo-
ple, but the creation of a new people of God: “the proclamation in fl esh 
and blood that the longed-for kingdom has in fact begun.”74

Methodologically, in spite of the central role given to the public minis-
try of Jesus Christ as recounted in the Gospels, Elizondo gives preference 
to the historical/cultural dimension of mestizaje. Virgilio Elizondo’s theo-
logical project falls well within the camp of contextual theology, since, in 
spite of eff orts to maintain the dialectical tension between a theological 
critique of culture and a cultural critique of theology, inevitably the cul-
tural history of mestizaje as the Mexican American journey from oppres-
sion to liberation takes precedence. While Elizondo attempts to read the 
current situation through the lens of Scripture, his reading of Scripture 
presumes a “canon within a canon”  —  that is, certain texts become more 
normative than others in order to preserve Jesus’ Galilean (i.e., mestizo) 
identity. Further evidence that the direction of interpretation in Elizondo’s 
theology is from extrascriptural realities to the Scriptures rests in his use 
of popular religious practices (those practices that do not originate in “of-
fi cial” doctrine and thrive without the presence of clergy) when defi ning 
Latino/a cultural identity: “For a suff ering and oppressed people, there is 
nothing more powerful than one’s collective religious symbols.”75 Among 
the symbols central to Mexican American cultural identity Elizondo lists 
the solemn celebrations of Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, the Christ-
mas posadas that reenact the journey of Joseph and Mary from Nazareth 
to Bethlehem, and meditation on the Sacred Heart.76 However, one cel-
ebration stands out above all others as uniquely Hispanic, the fi esta of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe (Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe), which Virgilio 
Elizondo identifi es as proclaiming the “collective resurrection of a new 
people.”77
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Virgilio Elizondo was the fi rst to articulate mestizaje as a primary locus 
theologicus, a typology now used by most U.S. Latino/a theologians. While 
Elizondo’s cultural analysis originated within the mestizo reality of Mexi-
can Americans, specifi cally the relationship between the Roman Catho-
lic Church and the popular religiosity of Mexican Americans converging 
around Our Lady of Guadalupe, he asserts that this very particular event 
has now become normative for all Latino/a Christians. He also links the 
Latino/a struggle for liberation to issues of race and culture, developing 
mestizaje as the chief theological metaphor for resisting North American 
cultural hegemony. Without ignoring the complex realities that produce 
marginalization (which include but are not limited to the interaction of 
race, gender, and class, etc.), Elizondo centers Latino/a cultural identity in 
mestizaje to underscore that we live in a race-conscious society. Accord-
ingly, Virgilio Elizondo’s eschatological vision presents mestizaje as an 
empowering and positive cultural and theological identity with concrete 
political consequences.

Unfortunately, certain inconsistencies within Elizondo’s conceptualiza-
tion of mestizaje impede the full realization of his emancipatory goals. 
Virgilio Elizondo’s anthropological and theological project as presented 
in Galilean Journey, Th e Future Is Mestizo, and Guadalupe: Mother of the 
New Creation contains at least three oft en blurred uses of mestizaje: (1) 
as biological/genetic identity, (2) as source of cultural/ethnic identity, and 
(3) as source of universal Christian identity. While all three distinct uses 
of mestizaje are for Elizondo potentially liberating, the last category tran-
scends all others, since at “the core of Christianity is the conviction that 
a universal human family is truly possible and desirable, one that tran-
scends the blood and ethnic bonds which usually identify us and divide 
us.”78 Nonetheless, the multivalent character of mestizaje is problematic 
and raises questions about its usefulness as a theological metaphor: Can 
U.S. Latino/a theologians continue using the same term for three very diff er-
ent, and perhaps contradictory, realities?

Elizondo presents a beautiful eschatological vision of a universal mes-
tizaje  —  what Gustavo Gutiérrez has described as a “hermeneutics of 
hope”79  —  announcing a future humanity in which diff erences are not sup-
pressed but celebrated. He writes that the “future begins in the dreams of 
what could and ought to be.”80 Revealing a kinship with Latin American 
liberation theology, and drawing specifi cally upon Jon Sobrino’s Chris-
tological refl ections on the “crucifi ed people,” Elizondo emphasizes the 
evangelical role of the world’s oppressed and marginalized peoples:
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Creative dreams can and will transform reality from battlefi elds to farm-
lands, from opulence at the cost of starvation of others to a new family of 
concerned neighbors. . . . However, these creative dreams will not emerge 
from those whose present-day wealth and security are safeguarded by 
the cultural and socio-economic structures of today’s world. Th ey will 
struggle and fi ght to maintain the status quo. Th e creative dreams can 
only come from where they have always come: the prophetic cries and 
the utopian imagination of the victims.81

An underlying question left  unanswered by Elizondo  —  even in his more 
recent work  —  concerns how this new humanity brings about the desired 
social transformation. Clearly there is a moral and political dimension to 
mestizaje. Yet throughout his discussion of the prophetic and liberating 
mission of the new mestizo humanity Elizondo gives the impression that, 
simply by virtue of being oppressed, the marginalized will want to partici-
pate in politically transforming action.

Elizondo shares José Vasconcelos’s naïve optimism that a gradual proc-
ess of biological mixing is suffi  cient to overcome cultural confl icts and thus 
fails to articulate a practical political solution to the problem of racism. 
Arturo J. Bañuelas, whose book Mestizo Christianity: Th eology from the 
Latino Perspective (1995) collects seminal articles by fi rst-generation U.S. 
Latino/a theologians, raises similar concerns about Elizondo’s project:

Viewed from the perspective of mestizaje, the historico-cultural dimen-
sion takes precedence for Elizondo. Th is does not mean that he ignores 
the political dimension, but further elaboration would help show how ac-
ceptance of the other is integrally linked to new structures and public 
policies that promote the new universalism.82

Elizondo himself recognizes that his works provide a vision of what could 
be rather than concrete steps for getting there: “I have no formulated ide-
ology or plan of action, neither do I have any timetable of what will and 
must take place. I am aware of the vast complexities of nationalistic and 
cultural identities. Yet I see things beginning to happen, as I equally see 
profound obstacles to be worked through.”83

Elizondo’s call for the marginalized to continue Christ’s saving work 
in the world would be strengthened by a discussion of the challenge that 
comes with accepting God’s preferential option. Gustavo Gutiérrez in 
We Drink from Our Own Wells discusses at length the diffi  cult process 
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of conversion that rich and poor alike must undertake. He describes the 
process as a complete break with the past, characterized as an ongoing 
process of spiritual growth in response to “the call and action of the Spirit 
who requires a decision that leads us to think, feel, and live with Christ in 
our day-to-day lives (Phil. 2:5).”84 Hence, while solidarity is not possible 
without God’s grace, it nonetheless demands a human response; in the 
U.S. Latino/a context it requires that we choose and embrace the concrete 
political consequences of mestizaje:

Th e solidarity required by the preferential option for the poor forces us 
back to a fundamental Christian attitude: a grasp of the need for con-
tinual conversion. We are then able to fi nd in the break with former ways 
and in our chosen new way deeper dimensions of a personal and social, 
material and spiritual, kind. Th e conversion to the Lord to which solidar-
ity with the oppressed brings us calls for stubbornness and constancy on 
the road we have undertaken.85

Elizondo and many others infl uenced by him have fostered a cultural 
essentialism linked to a genetic understanding of mestizaje that under-
mines emancipatory political action because it does not adequately call 
the Latino/a community to conversion. Particularly problematic are those 
essentialist tendencies within Latino/a churches that tend to confl ate eth-
nic and theological identity.

Mestizaje serves a valuable purpose as a source of both group/cultural 
identity and personal identity. Elizondo, by grounding his discussions of 
mestizaje within the framework of evolutionary biology,86 risks impeding 
his project’s liberative goals. While he recognizes both a biological and a 
cultural dimension to mestizaje, he does not always distinguish one from 
the other, giving the impression that the historical mixing of diff erent 
peoples is suffi  cient to bring about his eschatological vision of a universal 
mestizaje. Given the resurgence of biological theories of race in the North 
American academic context, as exemplifi ed by the work of Herrnstein and 
Murray (Th e Bell Curve), an uncritical use of biological/genetic language 
as the basis for ethnic identity can give credence to the new scientifi c rac-
ism.87 As Irvine, and other allies of U.S. Hispanic theology have noted, 
U.S. Latino/a theologians may inadvertently foster racial stereotyping 
when they embrace biological mestizaje as a source of Hispanic/Latino/a 
cultural identity.
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Still, any notion of mestizaje necessarily retains a biological aspect, 
since it was coined as a derogatory racist term to distinguish the “supe-
rior” Spanish blood from the “inferior” mixed off spring. Hence, any defi -
nition or conceptualization of mestizaje must account for the fact that it 
originated as a racist term and is refl ective of a social order in which a 
dominant group marginalizes and oppresses another on the basis of ra-
cial/biological diff erences. However, an undue emphasis on the biological 
aspects of mestizaje can and does contribute to an uncritical ethnocen-
trism within Latino/a communities. A short selection of passages from 
Virgilio Elizondo’s Th e Future Is Mestizo, in which he articulates the con-
cept of universal mestizaje, demonstrate how biological mestizaje as a de-
fi ning characteristic of U.S. Latino/a ethnic particularity undermines his 
liberating vision of a human community that transcends racial diff erence.

For example, Elizondo uncritically borrows the language of evolution-
ary biology for use in the anthropological and sociological arena: “Nature 
seems to demand diff erentiation but this does not have to be opposed to 
universalization.”88 Th is leads him to make pseudoscientifi c claims like 
“the culture of our parents is so deep it is transmitted in an almost bio-
logical way. We can adjust to a new culture and even assume into our-
selves many of the traits of the new culture we have moved into, but we 
can never cease being who we are.”89 Th ere is little diff erence between this 
kind of biological and cultural essentialism and racist statements about 
all Latino/as being born with rhythm and able to dance. When Elizondo 
states that the European conquest of the Americas marks the beginning 
of “a new and totally unprecedented stage in the evolution of humanity 
through mestizaje,” it is clear Elizondo is using the language of evolution-
ary biology analogically to discuss cultural development  —  a wholly ap-
propriate move.90 Still, Elizondo’s use of evolutionary terminology ignores 
the fact that evolutionary change within a species is measured in millions  
—  not hundreds  —  of years, substantiating the claim that he is not always 
careful to diff erentiate between biological and cultural evolution.

Twelve years aft er the original publication of Th e Future Is Mestizo, 
Elizondo revisited the work and in a new epilogue reaffi  rmed the biologi-
cal use of mestizaje: “Biologically, mestizaje is an enriching of the genetic 
pool and therefore very positive.”91 To be fair, Elizondo’s use of mestizaje 
is not a one-dimensional emphasis on the biological aspects of race and 
ethnicity: “Biologically and culturally, mestizaje is an important process 
in the evolution of the human race into a truly human family  —  from 
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divided and fi ghting tribes, clans, nations, and races to a united human 
family.”92 Yet too much emphasis on the biological reality of mestizaje un-
dercuts the eschatological vision of a new identity grounded in Christ that 
transcends all other identities without negating them. In other words, the 
liberating aspect of embracing our mixed biological heritage and there-
fore valuing it as a fully human reality (as opposed to a less-than-human 
racial slur) can quickly become an ethnocentric nationalism. Recalling 
Elizondo’s own “anthropological laws of human behavior”  —  in which one 
inevitable aspect of cultural interaction is the perpetuation of an “us” ver-
sus “them” dichotomy in order to foster group cultural identity  —  some 
forms of U.S. Latino/a theology unintentionally subvert the desire for an 
inclusive community for the sake of a unique and unifi ed cultural exis-
tence over against the dominant culture by essentializing Latino/a iden-
tity. In summary, there are two major shortcomings to using mestizaje as 
a liberating theological metaphor: (1) mestizaje as a source of biological/
racial, and ethnic/cultural, identity can easily deteriorate into a nationalist 
project by fostering an exclusionary and uncritical ethnocentrism, and (2) 
the previously mentioned search for a pan-Hispanic identity (rooted in a 
shared experience of marginalization due to our mestizo biological and 
cultural inheritance) conceals vital diff erences within the Hispanic com-
munity. For an example of the latter, consider Elizondo’s emphasis upon 
certain distinctly Catholic religious practices as constitutive of Latino/a 
identity, which raises concerns among Elizondo’s Protestant critics (myself 
included). When Elizondo writes, “I do not want to say that every His-
panic has to remain a member of the Roman Catholic Church in order to 
be a Hispanic, but I am saying that when a Hispanic ceases to be catholic 
(to participate in the religious-cultural expressions of our people), he or 
she ceases to be a Hispanic,”93 he seems to impose a particularly Mexi-
can American and Roman Catholic popular religiosity as normative for 
all Latino/a Christians. For Elizondo, the Guadalupe event is foundational 
for Latino/a cultural and religious identity, and it is granted the same au-
thority as Scripture, a move that creates rather than eliminates barriers be-
tween Roman Catholic and Protestant Latino/as.

Recently, a new generation of Latino/a scholars has suggested abandon-
ing mestizaje as a liberating theological metaphor.94 By looking at how two 
Latino/a theologians infl uenced by Elizondo, Ada María Isasi-Díaz and 
Luis G. Pedraja, have reconceptualized mestizaje, this investigation evalu-
ates whether or not mestizaje is a fl uid enough metaphor to contain the 
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tensions outlined earlier without hampering Elizondo’s beautiful eschato-
logical vision of a “new humanity which will be inclusive of everyone.”95

Ada María Isasi-Díaz: A Mujerista Reconceptualization 
of Mestizaje

Ada María Isasi-Díaz, a Cuban-born Roman Catholic theologian best 
known as an ardent advocate of mujerista theology,96 has taken Vir-
gilio Elizondo’s understanding of mestizaje and broadened it to describe 
Latino/a realities beyond the Mexican American experience. In her most 
recent scholarly work Isasi-Díaz prefers the more inclusive hyphenated 
term mestizaje-mulatez to describe the U.S. Latino/a reality of racial and 
ethnic mixing in order to also include the cultural and racial mixing be-
tween European and African peoples. However, as Fernando F. Segovia 
has argued, mestizaje-mulatez ignores the mixing of Amerindian and Af-
rican peoples, as well as those who identify themselves as criollo (the chil-
dren of Spaniards or Africans born in the Americas).97 Th erefore, Segovia 
off ers a more inclusive term, mezcolanza (mixture), to encompass the plu-
rality of racial/cultural mixing characteristic of Latino/a reality. However, 
given the prevalence of the term mestizaje in U.S. Latino/a theology, and 
the fact that this term has been broadened to include the dialogical and 
mutually enriching relationship between two or more cultures, I continue 
to use the term mestizaje throughout as descriptive of all the complex re-
alities of racial and cultural mixing because of its ability to disconcert the 
black-white dichotomy that dominates North American racial discourse.

Like Elizondo, Isasi-Díaz recognizes a fi rst wave of mestizaje coincid-
ing with the Spanish conquest of the Americas, and a second wave of cul-
tural and ethnic mixing now taking place in the North American con-
text. Yet, while Elizondo’s discussion of mestizaje focuses on the Mexican 
American experience, Isasi-Díaz opts to broaden mestizaje to include “the 
present day mixtures of people from Latin America and the Caribbean 
both among ourselves and with people of other ethnic/racial and cultural 
backgrounds here in the United States.”98 Furthermore, while Isasi-Díaz 
affi  rms Elizondo’s overall vision of a new mestizo humanity, she adds a 
vital new dimension to his concept of mestizaje, since for her mestizo 
identity is not grounded in genetic mixing (although biological factors 
cannot be ignored), but depends upon an act of moral choice and politi-
cal solidarity:
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Being thrown together into a pile labeled Hispanic, however, can also be 
helpful for us in our process of self-defi nition and self-determination. . . . 
Experiencing what it means to be considered totally other helps us to un-
derstand and reject the dynamics of cultural imperialism. Being consid-
ered a homogenous group in a way forces us to face up to our own preju-
dices: our own racism, classism, and sexism. Th at we are looked upon as 
all being the same, as a homogenous group, can become an opportunity 
for us to make a conscious choice of what it does mean that we are His-
panics living in the U.S.A. as well as the role we want to have in this soci-
ety. In a word, we have the opportunity of defi ning ourselves, of opting to 
be mestizos, opting for Hispanics, opting to be Hispanics.99

Isasi-Díaz, in discussing the experiences of Latina women, is able to cross 
borders that Elizondo leaves unexplored, such as the diversity of national 
and ethnic backgrounds that constitute U.S. Latino/a identity or a con-
ception of popular religiosity that transcends Mexican American popular 
Catholicism.

According to Isasi-Díaz, the central task of theology is liberation  —  po-
litical liberation from oppression and marginalization, personal-psycholog-
ical liberation from the lack of self-worth resulting from political power-
lessness, and spiritual liberation from religious teachings and institutions 
that impede the aforementioned modes of liberation. Comparing her 
theological method to that of Virgilio Elizondo, Isasi-Díaz also develops 
a contextual theology in which the direction of interpretation originates 
with extrascriptural social realities before moving to the Scriptures. How-
ever, if Elizondo’s project privileges a “canon within a canon,” then the 
theological approach developed by Ada María Isasi-Díaz completely rela-
tivizes the canon. Th eological refl ection begins with the lived experience 
of a particular faith community, which in the case of mujerista theology 
means the lived experience of Latina women in the North American con-
text, and the “correctness” of doctrine is established by how well these 
beliefs contribute to the community’s liberation:

Th is is to say that mujerista theology recognizes as its source the faith 
of Hispanic women, faith that is intrinsically linked to our struggles for 
liberation. . . . Th is is why our theological enterprise struggles to be a 
community process committed to listening to and articulating the beliefs 
of the communities of Latinas who struggle for liberation. Th ese com-
munities whose experiences are the source of mujerista theology have a 
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long history of Christian belief and practices. Th ey are communities with 
a long religious tradition which is central to our culture. In other words, 
because present-day Hispanic women communities continue the tradi-
tions and religious beliefs of our ancestors, we are provided with an im-
portant way to evaluate contemporary theological elaborations. However, 
tradition is not the main criterion of mujerista theology. A holistic libera-
tion is our main criterion.100

Accordingly, Isasi-Díaz understands divine revelation as ongoing, not 
“completed and closed when the canon of Christianity was determined,” 
but taking place “through the faith and religiosity of the poor and op-
pressed of this world.”101 Th us, while Elizondo grounds his theology in 
the Galilean Jesus as presented primarily in the synoptic Gospels, Isasi-
Díaz considers the praxis of liberation as the very basis upon which to 
select a canon.

While liberation is the chief locus, Isasi-Díaz identifi es two “preoc-
cupations” that defi ne mujerista theology: marginalization as one of the 
most dangerous forms of oppression confronting Latinas, and economic 
exploitation as the concrete manifestation of this marginalization. Mujer-
ista theology systematically addresses these concerns by focusing on four 
major themes: (1) the need to demystify academic theology by insisting 
that all theology is “contextual” theology, (2) the importance of grounding 
theological refl ection in the day-to-day struggle of Latina women (lo coti-
diano)102 in order to challenge the dominant Western notions about what 
constitutes legitimate academic work, (3) recognition that sin is essentially 
social and that justice is achieved by transforming society such that rela-
tionships of oppression and domination are replaced by relationships of 
mutual respect and accountability, and (4) a methodological commitment 
to the understanding that divine revelation is ongoing, not limited to the 
biblical canon, and manifest in the daily struggles for liberation of the po-
litically and economically marginalized.103 Not surprisingly, even though 
Elizondo spends considerable time analyzing particular popular practices, 
popular religiosity proves an even more important theological source for 
Ada María Isasi-Díaz given her focus on the daily struggle for survival 
of Latina women. Specifi cally, Isasi-Díaz suggests that the resources for 
liberating praxis are found in the community’s traditions and religious be-
liefs; however, just as in the mujerista understanding of Scripture, popular 
religious practices gain their authority only insofar as they contribute to 
the community’s liberation.
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In her book En la Lucha/In the Struggle: Elaborating a Mujerista Th e-
ology (1993, rev. 2004), Ada María Isasi-Díaz builds upon an innova-
tive methodology fi rst explored in the book Hispanic Women: Prophetic 
Voice in the Church (1988), cowritten with Yolanda Tarango, in order to 
articulate her notion of mujerista theology. Th is approach, grounded in 
the “ethnomethodology” developed by Harvard social psychologist Har-
old Garfi nkel, involved a decade of sociological research during which 
time the two researchers met with groups of Latina women and carefully 
listened to and recorded their testimonies in order to understand their 
beliefs about God.104 From these data they sought to identify recurring 
themes; however, since both Isasi-Díaz and Tarango defi ne mujerista the-
ology as liberating praxis, their research inevitably focused on the ethical 
dimensions of these women’s beliefs. Finally, the two researchers allowed 
for participant feedback to ensure that their conclusions accurately re-
fl ected these women’s beliefs.

Th e closing chapter of the earlier book, Hispanic Women, introduces 
the framework that Isasi-Díaz develops further in En la Lucha, in which 
the stated goal is to empower Latinas to become agents of their own 
history: “One of the main goals of mujerista theology is to enhance the 
development of the moral agency of Hispanic Women.”105 Th e process 
of conscientization106 in the work of Isasi-Díaz is characterized by four 
phases: (1) telling stories/personal testimony, (2) refl ective analysis, (3) lit-
urgy and celebration, and (4) political strategizing. Th e ultimate task is to 
further the holistic liberation of Latina women from psychological, so-
cioeconomic, political, and religious oppression, which she recognizes as 
both a personal and social struggle:

Liberation is a personal, self-actualizing struggle which each one must 
accept as one’s own responsibility. Liberation is a struggle that lasts one’s 
whole life. Personal responsibility is one of the elements at the core of the 
moral subject and, therefore, at the heart of moral agency. Liberation the-
ologies insist that the poor and the oppressed must struggle consciously 
to be agents of our own history. Th ey must move away from being mere 
objects acted upon by the oppressors and become active subjects: moral 
persons.107

Consequently, when considering Isasi-Díaz’s contributions toward a theo-
logical understanding of mestizaje, it is important to highlight her empha-
sis on moral agency.
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Like Virgilio Elizondo, Ada María Isasi-Díaz recognizes we live in a 
society polarized by race. Furthermore, she identifi es the act of naming 
oneself as the most powerful act an individual can take.108 If marginaliza-
tion is understood as the systemic exclusion of a particular group from 
fully participating in society by naming that group undesirable or of little 
value to that society, then issues of self-identity and self-determination 
are at the heart of any praxis of liberation. By listening to and refl ecting 
with Latina women about their lived experience in North American soci-
ety, Isasi-Díaz identifi es ethnicity, gender, and class as interrelated factors 
contributing to their marginalization and economic exploitation. To name 
oneself  —  that is, to recognize that one is a self-determining agent in his-
tory  —  is an important fi rst step in the process of liberation. Th e process 
of self-naming for U.S. Latino/a theology began with Virgilio Elizondo’s 
use of mestizaje; however, Isasi-Díaz argues that ethnicity is simply one 
of several factors to consider, and suggests Latino/a theologians need to 
embrace “diff erence” as a more inclusive category for reconceptualizing 
mestizaje.

Upon a cursory reading, Ada María Isasi-Díaz’s conceptualization of 
mestizaje does not appear to diff er signifi cantly from Elizondo’s original 
work:

For us Hispanic Women, the creation of a new race is a very real part of 
our daily lives. Mestizaje is grounded in the fact that we live in-between, 
at the intersection of our countries of origin and the U.S.A. In the U.S.A. 
we are mostly marginalized people relegated to the outskirts of society, 
not really fully belonging. Regarding our countries of origin we know that 
even if or when we do return, it is never really possible to go back.109

In the work of both theologians, mestizaje describes a new way of life dis-
tinct from both parent cultures  —  belonging to both and neither  —  capable 
of empowering marginalized individuals with a liberating vision of per-
sonal and corporate identity. Th us, while Isasi-Díaz does not provide the 
same thorough biblical grounding for mestizaje articulated by Elizondo, 
she clearly accepts his argument and builds upon it. Isasi-Díaz even bor-
rows Elizondo’s language of mestizaje as the creation of a “new race”: 
“Mujerista theologians affi  rm mestizaje as the coming together of diff er-
ent races and cultures in a creative way that necessarily precludes the sub-
ordination of one to another; we affi  rm it as the going forward of human-
kind.”110 Yet, while both theologians employ the language of “race” when 
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describing mestizaje, Elizondo seems to emphasize the biological aspects 
of mestizaje more than Isasi-Díaz, who conceptualizes mestizaje as an ex-
istential decision  —  a new way of being in relationship with one another.

I do not want to reduce Elizondo’s vital contributions to a one-dimen-
sional conceptualization of mestizaje as primarily biological; however, the 
language utilized by Elizondo, even in his most recent writings, suggests 
a lack of theoretical refl ection about race and racism. Unfortunately, in 
articulating what he means by this “third way” in which human cultures 
can relate one to another without one culture dominating and subjugating 
the other, Elizondo seems trapped by theoretical language that conceptu-
alizes mestizaje as the creation of a new race  —  and by adopting the pre-
vailing language of race he perpetuates an “us” versus “them” dichotomy 
that essentializes individual and corporate identity. Ada María Isasi-Díaz, 
by emphasizing the social creation of identity  —  especially our role as in-
dividual moral agents in determining our own identity  —  reconceptualizes 
mestizaje as a more fl uid and changing reality. In reviewing her work on 
mestizaje, Isasi-Díaz comments, “I began to elaborate a non-exclusionary 
and non-oppositional perspective of diff erences and concluded by pro-
posing the embracing of mestizaje as an ethical choice.”111 By ground-
ing Latino/a social identity in the individual agent’s act of solidarity (in 
the context of building community), Isasi-Díaz opens the door toward a 
transcultural understanding of mestizaje, since group identity no longer 
depends solely upon biological heritage but is the result of moral and po-
litical choice.

Th e strength of mujerista theology is its ability to provide a holistic 
framework for discussing the lived experience of Latina women in all its 
complexity without ignoring feminist, liberationist, cultural, or ecclesial 
concerns. Th e work of Isasi-Díaz is a clarion call for all people (although 
she speaks fi rst to women) to struggle for self-determination and social 
transformation, in whatever social context they fi nd themselves, in soli-
darity with all who are marginalized and exploited in obedience to the 
Gospel’s vision of universal liberation. Nevertheless, certain conceptual 
weaknesses reveal themselves in mujerista theology as articulated by Isasi-
Díaz. Th ese include (1) an overwhelming emphasis upon extrascriptural 
sources (primarily cultural anthropology) without direct engagement of 
the biblical texts, (2) a tendency to focus on the lived experience of Ro-
man Catholic Latina women,112 and (3) an inadequate exploration of the 
role of doctrine in shaping a community’s beliefs and practices. While 
the work of Isasi-Díaz contributes much to my own conceptualization 
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of mestizaje as theological metaphor, these criticisms will be explored in 
later chapters, as I fi rst deconstruct, and then reconstruct, mestizaje as a 
set of relationships rather than a static identity.

Luis G. Pedraja: From Ethnocentrism to Transculturalism

Cuban American Protestant theologian Luis G. Pedraja embodies the 
second wave of mestizaje described by both Virgilio Elizondo and Ada 
María Isasi-Díaz, in which the original mestizo culture resulting from the 
Spanish conquest of Latin America is undergoing a new mestizaje with 
the dominant North American culture as the result of twentieth-century 
Protestant missionary eff orts, increased immigration, and intermarriage. 
While Latino/as in the United States continue to experience exclusion and 
marginalization on the basis of race, a sense of optimism accompanies 
their theological refl ections on how mestizaje can serve as God’s means 
for overcoming cultural diff erences and ending relationships of domina-
tion. However, while Elizondo’s conceptualization of mestizaje emphasizes 
the creation of a new biological people whose mixed status will somehow 
contribute to the breakdown of long-standing prejudices, younger schol-
ars like Pedraja conceptualize mestizaje as a process of dialogical commu-
nication that enables social transformation and liberation. Granted, mul-
ticultural communication is facilitated by the fact that Latino/as  —  because 
they embody a mixing of cultural, religious, and genetic identities  —  are 
better able to “appreciate the similarities and diff erences of the various 
cultures they embody, and as a result they create bridges between these 
cultures.”113 Nevertheless, by articulating a methodology that engenders 
social acceptance of the “other” and strives for greater transcontextual-
ity, U.S. Latino/a theologians have built upon the groundbreaking work 
of Virgilio Elizondo in order to overcome some of the weaknesses of this 
earlier work.

As this marginalized community struggles to achieve a more holis-
tic integration into all facets of North American society, its priority has 
changed from basic survival (manifest as ethnocentrism) to the need for 
more eff ective political engagement (manifest as increased discourse with 
other communities and toleration of cultural diversity within the com-
munity itself). Th us, while ethnic identity is the chief concern of Elizon-
do’s Galilean Journey (and, to a lesser extent, of Isasi-Díaz’s En la Lucha/
In the Struggle), U.S. Latino/a theologians have broadened the scope of 
their theological refl ections. Luis G. Pedraja moves beyond the biological 
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understanding of mestizaje in favor of a more cultural understanding by 
exploring ways in which mestizaje is constitutive of Christian identity and 
not merely ethnic identity. Th ese ways include (1) the history of Christi-
anity as a process of mestizaje,114 (2) the “bilingual” theologian as a living 
bridge between cultures, languages, and perspectives, and (3) Christology 
as a mestizaje between the human and divine.115

Now that many Hispanic Christians in North America have embraced 
mestizaje as a unifying group identity, one of the challenges facing U.S. 
Latino/a theologians is the need to articulate a public theology that seeks 
discourse beyond the church’s communal walls. Pedraja not only critically 
engages mainstream European and North American academic discourse, 
especially the theology of Paul Tillich and the philosophy of Alfred North 
Whitehead, but also integrates their insights into a distinctively Latino/a 
theology. Th is openness to other perspectives stems from a realization 
that Latino/a cultural and theological identity is not fi xed. Recalling the 
language of Whitehead’s process philosophy, Pedraja describes the evolv-
ing character of Latino/a identity:

Hispanics are an organic reality. Th ey are caught in a dynamic of change 
and becoming that prevents them from being defi ned by a singular ab-
straction. Instead, they continually create new communities and venues 
for becoming a people that defy static categories. Static defi nitions would 
deny their organic reality of growth, change, and redefi nition.116

Concluding that the “dynamics of diversity and community found in the 
Hispanic communities of the United States should serve as a model for 
doing theology as an ongoing dialogue,”117 Pedraja’s approach moves be-
yond a narrow ethnocentrism and strives for genuine mutuality between 
cultures.

Luis Pedraja begins his theological refl ections with an exploration of 
the reductionistic labels “Hispanic” and “Latino/a” used to describe our 
various peoples. Unlike other labels for ethnic group identity in North 
America, like Irish American or Italian American, the label “Hispanic” or 
“Latino/a” does not refer to a specifi c ethnic community or nationality but 
covers a multiplicity of racial, ethnic, national, and cultural backgrounds. 
Granted, while the fi rst Hispanic communities that arose in this coun-
try tended to defi ne themselves by national heritage  —  it is still possible 
to fi nd Mexican, Puerto Rican, Dominican, or Cuban neighborhoods in 
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major urban centers  —  when “faced with the task of confronting the bulk 
of U.S. society or when feeling isolated and alienated in non-Hispanic 
communities, a sense of commonality and community develops in spite 
of the diversity of the people in the community.”118 As a result of a com-
mon experience of marginalization based on ethnic otherness, Latino/as 
have embraced the descriptive terminology imposed upon them by the 
dominant North American culture, transforming it into a label of soli-
darity that allows them to foster a sense of community while preserving 
national, ethnic, and religious diff erences.119

However, in discussing Virgilio Elizondo’s vision of mestizaje as a new 
people of God (in Th e Future Is Mestizo), Pedraja uncovers a tendency to 
ignore concrete diff erences for the sake of unity:

Although the diff erences should not be denied, their synthesis and their 
promise for the betterment of all humanity indicate a tendency to blur 
distinctions and universalize. In synthesizing diversity we risk the disso-
lutions of distinctions that preserve a sense of respect for our otherness. 
Eradicating these tensions and dynamics that shape Hispanic identity and 
theological dialogue would only lead to a static paradigm.120

To avoid essentializing Latino/a cultural identity, Pedraja suggests a bet-
ter use of the term mestizaje can be found in the theology of Ada María 
Isasi-Díaz, whom he quotes defi ning mestizaje “as the coming together of 
diff erent races and cultures in a creative way that necessarily precludes 
the subordination of one to another.”121 Without denying the importance 
of ethnocentrism for empowering U.S. Latino/as in the struggle for libera-
tion, Pedraja recognizes in Isasi-Díaz’s use of mestizaje an approach that

preserves the dynamic tension and particular diff erences to the resulting 
reality. Our reality is an organic, creative, evolving reality that preserves 
our diff erences in a creative tension. We need to stand in solidarity with 
one another without eradicating our diff erences. Th us, Hispanic theol-
ogy must avoid language that may be construed as static and reduction-
istic.122

Pedraja off ers an important response to those critics of contextual the-
ologies who characterize contextual theologies as merely refl ecting the 
horizons of the community in self-affi  rmation by defi ning that which 
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unites the Latino/a community as an attitude of openness toward the 
“other” that is respectful of diff erence: “Th e common ground of the His-
panic community is the overlapping strands that enable dialogue within 
the community and outside of the community with the other groups with 
whom we also share overlapping traits.”123

Accordingly, mestizo group identity is not limited to biological iden-
tity but encompasses many factors that are constantly negotiated by the 
mestizo in relation to both parent cultures. By defi ning Latino/a reality 
as a continuous “dialogic encounter,” Luis Pedraja underscores the pub-
lic and relational character of Latino/a contextual theologies, emphasizing 
the importance of seeking out “diverse and alien perspectives” in theolo-
gizing: “Th e dialogue begins in our present experience and moves to in-
clude others in its constant relational dynamic. As an ongoing dialogue, 
we recognize in humility that our voice is not the only one nor is it the 
last to have a say in the matter.”124 Seeking to describe that which unites 
U.S. Latino/a theologies while also preserving their diff erences, Pedraja 
rejects essentializing discourses, drawing upon the philosophy of Jacques 
Derrida and Emmanuel Lévinas to articulate a methodology that allows 
for “meaningful comparisons between these theologies without resorting 
to static abstractions”  —  an approach that blurs “rigid lines of demarcation 
between them while preserving distinctive identifying features necessary 
for a continuing mutual dialogue.”125

Not surprisingly, the ability to navigate diff erences while building 
bridges is characteristic of many Protestant Latino/as who long for a 
shared Hispanic identity capable of transcending national and religious 
boundaries while at the same time undergoing a “slow withdrawal from 
the aspects of cultural and family life that are rooted in Catholicism.”126 
Th is process is further complicated by what Pedraja describes as a “double 
marginalization,” since Protestant Latino/as living in the United States are 
alienated from the Catholic faith and culture of their ancestors while ex-
periencing marginalization within their “Anglo denominations and forced 
to conform to structures, rituals, and practices that are alien to their cul-
ture.”127 Consequently, he urges U.S. Latino/a theologians, regardless of 
confessional background, to work together by noting common sources, 
experiences, and goals. Th ese shared experiences help to distinguish U.S. 
Latino/a theology as distinct “from other theologies while serving as 
points of comparison and contrast between Protestant and Catholic His-
panic theologies.”128 To facilitate the task of “mapping” North American 
Latino/a theology, Pedraja suggests three important markers along the 
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way: (1) the creation of a unifying Hispanic ethnic identity, (2) the role of 
popular religious practices in the formation of Hispanic theology, and (3) 
a liberating reading of the Bible.

Like Ada María Isasi-Díaz, Pedraja embraces Virgilio Elizondo’s notion 
of mestizaje as constitutive of Hispanic ethnic identity because this con-
cept enables U.S. Latino/a theologians to bring together diverse Hispanic 
communities for the sake of political survival on the basis of their shared 
experiences of marginalization. Greatly infl uenced by Latin American 
liberation theology, U.S. Latino/a theologians have reinterpreted the pref-
erential option for the poor by focusing on identity, since, in the North 
American context, those rejected by the dominant culture include the 
economically poor as well as those identifi ed as ethnically (and gendered) 
other:

Th e mestizo embodies those rejected by both cultures, those marginal-
ized and impoverished physically, culturally, psychologically, and socio-
economically. God’s preferential option for the poor becomes God’s pref-
erential option for those who are rejected by society and marginalized. 
Th e mestizaje of these people allows them to embody a diversity that cre-
ates a more inclusive notion of humanity, one that accepts, affi  rms, and 
celebrates “otherness.” Similarly, their suff ering and marginal status opens 
a new possibility for compassion and an affi  rmation of liberation.129

With the question of identity a central motif of U.S. Latino/a theological 
refl ection, ethnocentrism becomes both a source of liberating praxis and 
a potential obstacle to transcultural discourse. Accordingly, Luis Pedraja 
makes use of postmodern notions of personal identity in order to em-
phasize the ethical demand toward the other as other while avoiding the 
tendency to essentialize Latino/a ethnic identity, which can further con-
tribute to the marginalization of Hispanics by perpetuating the myth of 
incommensurability between diff erent ethnic groups.130 What is needed 
is a view of mestizaje that not only affi  rms diversity but also empowers 
individuals for transforming social praxis.

A second mark of Latino/a theological identity is the use of popular 
religious practices as a source of communal identity and political em-
powerment. While Pedraja acknowledges that popular religion has been 
a long-standing locus theologicus for Latino/a Roman Catholic theologies, 
because of the strong link to popular Catholicism there is much resis-
tance within Latino/a Protestantism to the concept of popular religion. 



106 Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor

Nonetheless, such practices are present in Protestant congregations. By 
defi ning popular religion as “a concrete expression of empowerment and 
resistance for marginalized communities,” Pedraja concludes that popu-
lar religious practices exist in both Protestant and Catholic communities, 
but diff er in expression.131 For example, rather than fi nding expression in 
iconic symbols such as Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe or the Sacred Heart, 
Latino/a Protestants express their lived faith through public witness (testi-
monios) and popular songs (coritos). Furthermore, where “Catholics ex-
press their popular religion in concrete symbols, Protestants express it 
primarily through words,” especially through the veneration of the written 
Word, which “takes the place of the icon in Catholic popular religion.”132

Th is last aspect of Protestant Latino/a theological identity can lead to 
a form of Biblicism, but when this popular reverence for the Bible as sa-
cred Word is coupled with a liberating reading of the Scriptures, Latino/a 
communities become empowered to take part in socially transformative 
action. Pedraja, infl uenced by fi rst-generation Cuban-American theolo-
gian Justo L. González, undertakes to read the Bible “in Spanish”  —  not by 
mandating bilingualism as necessary for a proper “Latino/a” interpreta-
tion of the Christian tradition but in recognition that all theology is par-
ticular and contextualized.133 While critics of contextual theologies argue 
that said theologies are irrelevant beyond their particular local contexts, 
Justo González counters that it is naïve to deny that every theology re-
fl ects the values and interests of a particular community of faith; thus he 
calls for a “non-innocent reading of history” that employs a hermeneutic 
of suspicion, challenges the power structures that beget oppression, and 
works to transform present reality.134 At the same time González chal-
lenges Hispanic theologians by insisting that the task of doing theology 
from a Hispanic perspective does not preclude doing theology for the 
church at large.135

Like González, Pedraja envisions theology as a communal enterprise 
that embraces transcontextuality by overcoming obstacles to genuine dis-
course, such as the prejudices that exist between Protestants and Catholics 
or between marginalized groups and the dominant culture. Th e unifying 
identity of the various U.S. Latino/a theologies  —  whether Roman Catho-
lic, mainline Protestant, or Pentecostal  —  rests in a liberating reading of 
Scripture that seeks to transcend the particularities of culture, race, and 
class. For Pedraja this multivalent identity necessitates a dialogical method 
in which, as “we listen to each other, we are challenged to broaden our 
theology to be more inclusive. Th us, we are able to contribute to other 
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people’s understanding of God while we also grow in our own.”136 None-
theless, Pedraja’s conceptualization of dialogic encounter depends upon, 
and originates with, “a common ground amidst diversity.”137 By champi-
oning a notion of dialogue in which diff erence is an inherent aspect of the 
“other” with whom we dialogue, while “shared identity” enables mutual 
understanding by bridging diff erences between social groups, Pedraja’s 
understanding of mestizaje has much in common with Elizondo’s use of 
mestizaje  —  especially if the possibility for “bridging” diff erences depends 
upon the conversants having at least one ethnicity in common. Still, while 
the mestizo has a deeper appreciation for dialogic encounter  —  oft en born 
from necessity, since the mestizo is never fully at home in either parent 
culture  —   Pedraja’s work transcends biological mestizaje, since the capac-
ity to embrace and participate in dialogic encounter seems part of our 
common humanity. Pedraja defi nes theology as “an ongoing conversation 
between us and between us and God” that

includes the people and . . . includes God. It includes our past and our 
future. As we continually enter into dialogue with diverse and alien per-
spectives we address the voices of the other in our present actuality, as 
well as those voices that address us from the past in the same manner 
that we shall address those in our future. Th e dialogue begins in our 
present experience and moves to include others in its constant relational 
dynamic.138

Consequently, mestizaje not only is the source of U.S. Latino/a ethnic 
identity, but also can become a model for all liberating relationships.

U.S. Latino/a theologies are increasingly aware of the social construc-
tion of personal and social identity  —  especially as regards race and eth-
nicity. As evidenced by the works of Virgilio Elizondo, Ada María Isasi-
Díaz, and Luis G. Pedraja, Hispanic theologians have long acknowledged 
that ethnic diff erences are used to objectify and marginalize people of 
color in North American society. However, more work needs to be done 
to develop a theological critique of North American racism that tran-
scends and transforms the very boundaries perpetuating the structures of 
exclusion and exploitation. Certain rubrics in U.S. Latino/a theology hold 
much promise for deconstructing racism  —  especially mestizaje and God’s 
preferential option for the poor and oppressed  —  but only insofar as these 
concepts are fi rmly planted in the soil of the community’s lived faith. U.S. 
Latino/a theologians, while speaking from a particular perspective, need 
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to engage the breadth of ecumenical Christianity in order to demonstrate 
how God’s Word is always revealed by means of a particular word to a 
particular people.

Reconceptualizing Mestizaje as a Transcultural Paradigm

Given the open-ended and continually negotiated understanding of cul-
ture communicated by the concepts of hybridization, mestizaje, and tran-
sculturation, what are the more or less stable cultural forms indicative of 
a mestizo culture? In other words, what shared beliefs and practices give 
cultural formation to mestizaje? Mestizaje describes both individual and 
corporate identity; in fact, it is probably more accurate to speak about in-
dividual mestizos (as the children of two cultures) than to speak about a 
distinct mestizo culture. Nonetheless, U.S. Latino theology has attempted 
to articulate a unifying Hispanic cultural identity grounded in the shared 
experience of being mestizo. From the outset, we have recognized three 
distinct (if overlapping) uses of mestizaje within U.S. Latino/a theology: 
(1) the historical and biological reality of mixing between two or more 
human groups, (2) the complex interaction and mutual exchange between 
two or more cultures, and (3) a distinctly Christian theological anthropol-
ogy grounded in Christ’s own historical identity as mestizo that advocates 
a liberating vision of human equality distinguished by active resistance to 
various forms of cultural, political, and religious domination. In light of 
these three diff erent uses of mestizaje present within U.S. Latino/a theol-
ogy, we can make certain broad generalizations about what constitutes a 
distinctly mestizo cultural identity. Mestizaje involves (1) the coming to-
gether of two or more ethnic or cultural groupings (in a historical context 
where one group dominates the other) in one individual, (2) the experi-
ence of being marginalized by both parent cultures, (3) a desire to sub-
vert the racist ideology that views the off spring of cross-cultural unions as 
“impure” by embracing mestizo identity (originally a racial slur) as politi-
cally empowering, and (4) liberating social praxis that seeks to transform 
relationships of domination into relationships of equality.

Having identifi ed and rejected biologically essentialist and culturally 
essentialist tendencies within U.S. Latino/a theology, it is necessary to 
articulate a theory of cultural mixing that accounts for those communal 
practices that embody mestizaje as a source of group identity in nonessen-
tialist ways. By emphasizing a moral-political act as the defi ning aspect 
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of mestizaje, this work has tried to overcome some of these essentializing 
tendencies. On the other hand, focusing on the individual agent’s decision 
increases the risk of reducing mestizo identity to the actions of the auton-
omous self while disregarding the role of collective identity and cultural 
particularity on the formation of individual identity. Th e goal is to avoid 
just such an atomistic view of the relationship between individual and 
group identity by reconstructing mestizaje as a set of relationships rather 
than a static identity, moving beyond a narrow ethnocentrism, and striv-
ing for genuine mutuality between cultures. Accordingly, group identity is 
not limited to either biological identity or a static view of culture, but is 
understood as something constantly negotiated by the mestizo in relation 
to both parent cultures. Th us, mestizaje is construed not just in terms of 
biological mixing (although it originates here), or just in terms of cultural 
mixing (perhaps the most common form of mestizaje), but also in terms 
of moral and political agency. By maintaining all three of these uses of 
mestizaje in constant tension  —  not allowing any one use to defi ne what is 
meant by mestizaje  —  we can preserve the open-ended and interrelational 
aspect of cultural identity.

So while mestizaje is at its core the mixing of diff erent cultures, its 
theological use entails a spiritual conversion from the old way of view-
ing human relationships as relationships of domination (the “us” versus 
“them” dichotomy) to a new, Christ-centered vision of human relation-
ships as a “discipleship of equals” (Fiorenza) where “there is no longer Jew 
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or fe-
male” (Gal. 3:28, NRSV). Th e painful history of being both the oppressed 
and the oppressor that lies at the heart of any understanding of mestizaje 
can serve as a starting point for developing strategies of resistance and 
liberation. While the church has in the past contributed to the formation 
of racist ideologies, it has also given rise to social movements that seek 
to dismantle racism. U.S. Latino/a theology is united by a biblical vision 
of liberation and strives to work for political empowerment and positive 
social transformation within the church and in the broader society. Mes-
tizaje can serve as a living reminder that God loves all of humanity in its 
great diversity and does not condone social stratifi cation and relations of 
domination.

Th e second half of this book interprets mestizaje as the work of the 
Holy Spirit in order to articulate concrete liberating practices that must be 
embodied by the Christian community. Broadly, these include resistance 
to racism, sexism, and classism. More specifi cally, Christian practices that 



110 Exploring Mestizaje as Th eological Metaphor

might constitute “marks” of the mestizo church include political action 
to resist racism and a new understanding of ecclesia defi ned as spiritual 
community wherever God’s liberating work takes place. Th is vision of a 
prophetic Christian community emphasizes a liberative reading of Scrip-
ture in order to empower the church for positive social transformation 
while preserving a distinct theological identity that does not denigrate or 
exclude others.
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Th e Public Relevance of Th eology

Th e phrase “political theology,” widely used to characterize di-
verse developments in Christian theology since the 1960s, encompasses 
post-Holocaust theologies in Cold War Europe, the turn toward Christian 
social ethics in North America, the rise of liberation theologies in Latin 
America and elsewhere, and, more recently, the articulation of explicitly 
“public” theologies.1 One thing these various movements have in com-
mon is their use of political theory  —  especially Marxist analysis  —  to de-
velop a critique of ideologies, including Marxism itself, in order to expose 
the extent to which Christianity has, throughout its history, uncritically 
embraced values that confl ict with the Gospels. Jürgen Moltmann, writing 
about the European context during the Cold War, generalized that “anti-
communism in the one camp and anti-capitalism in the other dominated 
the political ideologies and made any inward opposition impossible.”2 
Th erefore, the new “political theology” that he and colleagues like Johann 
Baptist Metz and Dorothee Sölle sought to articulate gathered together 
“very diff erent things, though with a shared alignment” whose ultimate 
goal was “to make people who are the humiliated objects of the power 
and violence of others the free determining subjects of their own lives.”3 
Accordingly, all such theologies can be subsumed under the heading of 
“liberation theology” whether they arise in the fi rst world or the third 
world, since “the point is always liberation of the victims and criticism of 
the perpetrators.”4

In the North American context, a religiously pluralistic society in 
which many diverse local/contextual theologies thrive, there has always 
existed a rich tradition of theological concern for the public life of the 
nation as demonstrated by the religious thought of such fi gures as Abra-
ham Lincoln, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, and 
César Chávez. Contemporary liberationists in the United States  —  whether 
feminist, African American, Latino/a, and so forth  —  stand as heirs to 
this diverse tradition of publicly minded religious thinkers working for 
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emancipatory social change on a national scale. Still, despite a long his-
tory of theological traditions that recognize the political implications of 
religious faith and affi  rm the role of religion in the public discourse, there 
is no single dominant paradigm for political theology in the United States. 
Recently, some theologians have called for more “public” theologies that 
transcend particular liberationist projects (without neglecting their im-
portance or distinct contributions) in order “to address concerns of na-
tional public life with the resources of their specifi c religious traditions.”5 
Recognizing that the term public theology embraces such disparate voices 
as Richard John Neuhaus and Victor Anderson,6 it is important to iden-
tify some overarching characteristics that defi ne a particular theological 
project as “public.”

Parameters of a “Public” Th eology

Public theology is a predominantly North American movement encom-
passing a broad range of theologians whose political views range from 
progressive to conservative but who share a commitment to transcend 
those sectarian tendencies within Christianity that undermine the possi-
bility of a common moral discourse in favor of a vision of the Christian 
life that affi  rms the church’s public voice and nurtures a sense of public 
responsibility in a pluralistic society. Max Stackhouse, whose theology is 
greatly indebted to that of Reinhold Niebuhr, even contends that Chris-
tianity is foundational to Western civilization and therefore publicly 
minded theologies are necessary for maintaining the well-being of West-
ern liberal democracies.7 Still, as theologian Mary Doak has argued, it is 
important to diff erentiate between “public theology” and “civil religion,” 
since the latter “has come to be identifi ed as the practice of invoking re-
ligious beliefs and symbols in support of a country’s values and practices” 
whereas public theology moves beyond merely affi  rming a nation’s inter-
ests “to engage in critical refl ection on the nation’s culture, plans, and ac-
tions.”8 In other words, while civil religion can easily deteriorate into an 
unrefl ective nationalism, public theology is methodologically committed 
to critical self-refl ection in order to ensure that the public role of religion 
in a pluralistic society serves the betterment of the national public life and 
is not subverted in the pursuit of narrow sectarian or political goals.

Hispanic theologian Benjamin Valentin identifi es three distinct yet 
interrelated projects that fall under the rubric of public theology in the 
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North American context: those theologies that seek to discern the role 
of the church in the public sphere, those theologies that defend the pub-
lic character of theological discourse by articulating “common criteria of 
truth” that theology shares with other disciplines, and those theologies 
that “engage a wide public that transcends ecclesiastical boundaries” in 
order to address the most pressing social issues confronting the nation.9 
Valentin dismisses the fi rst two approaches as too narrow in scope for a 
truly “public” theology, since the fi rst type of theology more oft en than 
not limits itself to the language and internal concerns of the church com-
munity while the second type tends to exaggerate the public quality of 
explicitly theological discourse. Consequently, he prefers the third defi ni-
tion of public theology, since it works to achieve three equally important 
objectives: (1) to foster a publicly minded society, (2) to facilitate broad 
social coalitions across boundaries of belief, ethnicity, gender, and class 
in order to promote social justice, and (3) to develop an interdisciplinary 
discourse that can engage the broad range of perspectives within our plu-
ralistic society. As a result, Valentin defi nes public theology as:

a form of discourse that couples either the language, symbols, or back-
ground concepts of a religious tradition with an overarching, integrative, 
emancipatory sociopolitical perspective in such a way that it movingly 
captures the attention and moral conscience of a broad audience and pro-
motes the cultivation of those modes of love, care, concern, and cour-
age required both for individual fulfi llment and for broad-based social 
activism.10

While I am sympathetic with Valentin’s project, especially his desire to 
conceptualize theological traditions as discursive and open-ended, we dif-
fer on how theology should enter the public discourse.

Th ere exists an underlying tension within Valentin’s proposal for a 
public theology that on the one hand affi  rms, “If a theology is to be theo-
logical at all, it must in some way draw on the insights of a particular 
religious tradition,” then argues on behalf of a “revisionist-constructive” 
approach11 that characterizes dogmatic theology as necessarily authoritar-
ian and exclusionary:

Th e problem with a dogmatic theology is that it lends itself much too 
easily to forms of religious fanaticism, exclusive claims-making, narrow-
minded discourse, rigid orthodoxies, and inconsiderate, authoritarian 
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impositions of values that can serve to short-circuit civil discourse and to 
engender divisions rather than rapport in the broader, pluralistic terrain 
of civil society. A dogmatic theology also runs the risk of having limited 
relevance, attracting the attention of those who share similar convictions 
and already stand within a theological circle but not beyond it.12

Valentin’s attitude toward confessional theology is motivated by concerns 
about the marginalization of theology in the broader public discourse: 
“Th e reality is that theology rarely manages to have an impact or even be 
heard beyond its disciplinary, professional boundaries.”13 If, according to 
certain models of public theology, the only way for theology to participate 
in public discourse is to surrender much of what makes its discourse dis-
tinctly theological, can theology be both confessional and public?

Confessional Commitments and the Public Well-Being

Th is work has defi ned theology as a necessarily confessional undertaking 
that must nonetheless account for and converse with the plurality of be-
liefs existing both within the church and in the broader society. Th erefore, 
as a theologian working in the context of a pluralistic and democratic 
society, I am committed to the three interrelated goals of public theol-
ogy as defi ned by Benjamin Valentin yet remain cautious about models 
of public theology that justify theological commitments according to uni-
versal standards of rationality. Rather than articulating and defending a 
shared intellectual foundation that facilitates a common moral discourse, 
I opt for Jeff rey Stout’s more modest defi nition of public theology: “If you 
express theological commitments in a refl ective and sustained way, while 
addressing fellow citizens as citizens, you are ‘doing theology’ publicly  —  
and in that sense doing public theology.”14 As a “public theologian,” I am 
of course committed to the position that religious communities in a plu-
ralistic and democratic society have both the right and the responsibility 
to infl uence public debate and democratic decision making. Furthermore, 
I do not hesitate to use explicitly religious premises when arguing in the 
public arena, since, as Stout convincingly argues, there is a long tradition 
of theologically committed political discourse in the United States:

All democratic citizens should feel free, in my view, to express whatever 
premises actually serve as reasons for their claims. Th e respect for others 
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that civility requires is most fully displayed in the kind of exchange where 
each person’s deepest commitments can be recognized for what they are 
and assessed accordingly. It is simply unrealistic to expect citizens to 
bracket such commitments when reasoning about fundamental political 
questions.15

Accordingly, my theological exploration of the problem of racism engages 
both the Christian community and the broader civil society, recognizing 
that expressing explicitly theological reasoning can sometimes stifl e, even 
end, political debate, yet hopeful that by modeling an alternative under-
standing of public theology I can foster and nurture genuine conversa-
tion: “By this I mean an exchange of views in which the respective parties 
express their premises in as much detail as they see fi t and in whatever 
idiom they wish, try to make sense of each other’s perspectives, and ex-
pose their own commitments to the possibility of criticism.”16

Th e dominant theologies in the North American context perpetuate a 
dualism between religious and secular models of reasoning. U.S. Latino/a 
theology  —  through its use of mestizaje as theological grounding for em-
bracing a plurality of perspectives within the Christian tradition  —  off ers 
an alternative approach to theology that transcends the current trend in 
popular culture to separate the Christian from the non-Christian. Having 
argued that mestizaje is not just a source of U.S. Latino/a group identity 
but also a powerful theological metaphor for liberation and solidarity, I 
contend that theology can successfully navigate various “publics” without 
having to choose sides in the dualistic “culture wars” that dominate con-
temporary political discourse. Furthermore, U.S. Latino/a theology  —  by 
bringing together issues of personal and cultural identity with concerns 
for political and economic liberation  —  embodies an alternative model of 
public theology that respects confessional commitments while positively 
transforming the public discourse on social justice.

Public theological discourse ought to reject a simple dichotomy be-
tween “traditional” and “contextual” approaches to theology. To borrow 
George Lindbeck’s terminology, public theology seeks to allow for ex-
trascriptural theological sources without subordinating Scripture and tra-
dition to contemporary thought.17 Without question, contemporary the-
ology is best described as a plurality of competing perspectives. Th e chal-
lenge of theological pluralism is linked to the dramatic emergence around 
the world of local theologies resisting the hegemony of Western academic 
forms of theology and characterized by the realization that particular 
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experiences, contexts, and traditions play a vital role in theological con-
struction. Consequently, the “universalizing theologies of modernity have 
therefore now been forced to take seriously not only context and tradi-
tion, but to be open also to the possibility of seeing the Christian tra-
dition itself as a series of local theologies.”18 However, if we defi ne plural-
ism as mutual respect, understanding, and intersubjective communication 
between competing perspectives, then we must recognize that the post-
modern emphasis on pluralism has oft en destroyed, rather than fostered, 
common discourse.

Alasdair MacIntyre describes the contemporary moment as one in 
which “disputed questions concerning justice and practical rationality are 
thus treated in the public realm, not as matter for rational enquiry, but 
rather for the assertion and counterassertion of alternative and incompat-
ible sets of premises.”19 Frustrated by the cacophony of competing per-
spectives, MacIntyre concludes that “modern politics cannot be a mat-
ter of genuine moral consensus,” but is instead “civil war carried out by 
other means.”20 While Aft er Virtue off ers some hope for the possibility of 
common moral discourse, the author pessimistically concludes that our 
culture is entering a new Dark Ages. In the end, the only hope for peace-
ful coexistence lies with a retreat into small intentional communities of 
shared belief “within which the moral life could be sustained so that both 
morality and civility and the intellectual moral life can be sustained.”21 
Applying MacIntyre’s analysis mutatis mutandis to the theological arena  
—  that debate between competing perspectives rarely leads to consensus 
because these perspectives do not share the same conceptual frameworks  
—  is it the case that rational discourse between competing traditions nec-
essarily disintegrates into a struggle for power?

In spite of the current emphasis on pluralism, the North American 
theological landscape at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century appears 
to be dominated by two broad approaches: most theologies can be cat-
egorized as either narrative22 or contextual.23 What distinguishes one ap-
proach from the other is “the direction of interpretation” when engaging 
contemporary social realities. George Lindbeck, in Th e Nature of Doctrine 
(1984), argues that in order for systematic or dogmatic theology to remain 
faithful to its primary task of providing “a normative explication of the 
meaning a religion has for its adherents,”24 it must allow Scripture to in-
terpret culture and keep culture from determining the interpretive frame-
work employed by theology. In other words, it is the text “which absorbs 
the world, rather than the world the text.”25 Contextual approaches, on the 
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other hand, argue that contemporary situations necessarily inform and de-
termine theological content, since every Christian theology is intrinsically 
linked to a particular historical situation and must therefore address those 
particularities or risk becoming irrelevant to the broader culture within 
which it is located. According to Stephen Bevans, whether or not a theol-
ogy identifi es itself as “contextual,” it is nonetheless grounded in a partic-
ular human context. Furthermore, “if a theology is defensive and closed 
upon itself, not willing to be corrected, one can wonder whether such a 
theology can be an authentic expression of Christianity, even within its 
own context.”26 While conceptual models never adequately describe com-
plex realities, it is important to underscore the dominance of these two 
distinct approaches within contemporary North American theology be-
fore exploring the possibility of an alternative model.

Kathryn Tanner, in Th eories of Culture: A New Agenda for Th eology 
(1997), has argued for an understanding of Christian cultural identity as 
a diverse “community of argument concerning the meaning of true dis-
cipleship,” suggesting that ongoing disagreements over belief and practice 
are not harmful to Christian identity but in fact reveal something ex-
tremely important about the primacy of God’s Word in relation to any 
human eff ort to interpret the Word.27 According to Tanner, eff orts at con-
sensus or attempts to establish one “true” form of discipleship are actu-
ally destructive, “binding the freedom of theological interpretation to a 
human authority in that way actually threatens to interrupt the obedience 
of Christians to the Word.”28 Th e basic issue dividing the two dominant 
North American theological perspectives (narrative and contextual) is 
what Lindbeck has termed the “direction of interpretation.” Does the-
ology begin with Scripture and allow Scripture to shape our analysis of 
extrascriptural realities? Or does theology begin with the contemporary 
situation and allow extrascriptural realities to shape our interpretation of 
Scripture?

Kathryn Tanner argues that a “postmodern understanding of culture 
would of course dispute the sharp boundary between Christian and non-
Christian cultures” that is oft en manifested by representatives of the nar-
rative approach.29 On the other hand, she is not happy with an “easy plu-
ralism” that merely affi  rms diversity without addressing the seriousness 
of our theological diff erences. Tanner accepts that all Christians do not 
share the same beliefs and values yet argues that Christians are united by a 
shared set of concerns  —  concerns such as the status given to the Scriptures 
or the ordering of communal life around particular rituals. Th e second 
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half of this work attempts to articulate what might constitute just such a 
shared set of concerns in the North American context by examining the 
contributions of U.S. Latino/a theology. Th is approach moves beyond the 
current methodological impasse, embracing the contributions of both 
narrative and contextual approaches without limiting Christian identity to 
one particular community’s beliefs and practices, while at the same time 
arguing that a high degree of accountability to the theologian’s particular 
tradition is a necessary ingredient of any theology; for without such ac-
countability theology risks becoming, at best, a minor insular discourse 
within the academy.

It is my assumption that a theologian  —  as a particular tradition’s care-
giver  —  is necessarily a believer and practitioner of that tradition. However, 
this assumption is not always accepted within academic theology. Th eolo-
gian Delwin Brown, while acknowledging that theology is rooted in com-
munal practice, asserts that “such rootage does not necessarily mean that 
each theologian must be a believer in, or practitioner of, the tradition or 
traditions to which he or she gives care.”30 Brown then paints a picture of 
the “academic” theologian, in contradistinction to the “confessional” theo-
logian, as someone capable of setting aside bias and making every eff ort 
to “give all relevant alternatives an equally open hearing”31  —  the obvious 
implication being that a theologian committed to the doctrinal claims of 
his or her faith is incapable of the same degree of detached objectivity. 
Th is characterization of the confessional theologian as “partisan” over 
against the academic theologian as “nonpartisan” hampers genuine public 
discourse by granting epistemic privilege to one perspective over another. 
It also illustrates how confessional perspectives are not always welcome in 
the public arena, even when theology enters the public discourse commit-
ted to making its confessional claims intelligible to all conversation part-
ners on the basis of external and shared rational criteria.

Benjamin Valentin seems to foster similar attitudes about the superior-
ity of “academic” theology over “confessional” approaches when he de-
fi nes the public theologian, “unlike perhaps the systematic and/or practi-
cal church theologian, who speaks mainly to persons who already stand 
within his or her theological circle” as one who speaks “about the mean-
ing of a religious tradition in terms that make sense to, and elicit response 
from, people who do not share his or her theological convictions.”32 Th is 
approach seems to privilege the norms of the secular academy as univer-
sally binding epistemological criteria for public discourse, and establishes 
the academic theologian as the authoritative interpreter of a tradition, 
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suggesting that, while accountability to the community of faith is an im-
portant aspect of the intellectual’s curatorial task, it is not necessary to the 
theological project. Th e current investigation counters this view by argu-
ing that public theology is better served by adopting a model of tradition 
and canon that links the theologian’s concrete praxis in the context of a 
particular community to his or her ability to properly interpret the tra-
dition. As a theologian shaped by both the Reformed/Calvinist tradition 
and Latin American liberation theology, I bring these two perspectives to-
gether in order to recover vital, though oft en neglected, resources within 
the Christian theological tradition necessary for articulating a socially 
transformative public theology for a twenty-fi rst-century church seeking 
cultural relevance in an increasingly pluralist and secularized society.

John Calvin’s Th eology as Model for Public Th eology

Th e Reformed tradition, a diverse body emerging from the sixteenth-
century union of Zwinglians and Calvinists, has long recognized that the 
church’s social responsibility is an integral aspect of its spiritual mission.33 
While Calvinism is oft en identifi ed with middle-class comfort and the 
political status quo, the theology of John Calvin (1509 –  64) can provide a 
useful model for developing a contemporary political theology. And even 
though Calvin represents a diachronically distant worldview, in which the 
work of civil government is seen as part of God’s unfolding plan for salva-
tion, a viable model of liberative praxis may be culled from Calvin’s theol-
ogy and pastoral praxis.

Critics of the Reformed theological tradition argue that it has oft en em-
braced “the cultural practices of ordered middle- to upper-class life, and 
in spite of all our announced concern and eff ort, U.S. Presbyterians tend 
to exclude from their midst the real presence of those who live within 
the lower ranges of economic and cultural life.”34 Th ey also point to the 
victims of political oppression throughout the world who have failed to 
fi nd a liberating voice in Calvinist theology as demonstrated by the rise of 
politically repressive fundamentalism within the Presbyterian Church of 
Brazil and the struggle of South Africa under apartheid where the Dutch 
Reformed church for years accepted the state’s policy of “separate devel-
opment.”35 While acknowledging the legitimacy of those who criticize 
John Calvin’s emphasis on redemptive suff ering as “world-repressive,”36 
this work argues that in light of his comments on civil government, his 
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prophetic understanding of preaching, and his pastoral work with the vic-
tims of poverty and political persecution, Calvin’s theology allows for the 
possibility of Christian political resistance. Given that Calvin’s theology 
was conceived in exile and addressed the myriad social problems con-
fronting sixteenth-century Geneva, such as population dislocation and 
urban poverty, a critical retrieval of John Calvin’s theology will reveal its 
character as a public theology concerned with social transformation on 
behalf of the poor and oppressed.

Calvin on Civil Government

While John Calvin’s views have had long-term eff ects for both church 
and society, he was not a political revolutionary. On the contrary, by re-
peatedly stressing upon Christians the duty of obedience to magistrates, 
Calvin appears a social conservative. According to Calvin, God’s will is 
worked out in history to overcome the abuses of intolerable governments:

Th e reason why we ought to be subject to magistrates is because they are 
constituted by God’s ordination. For since it pleases God thus to govern 
the world, he who attempts to invert the order of God, and thus resist 
God himself, despises his power; since to despise the providence of him 
who is the founder of civil power, is to carry on war with him.37

He goes so far as to demand submission to the most tyrannical of human 
governments, cautioning the victims of political persecution that “if the 
correction of unbridled despotism is the Lord’s to avenge, let us not at 
once think that it is entrusted to us, whom no command has been given 
except to obey and suff er.”38 Given that as subjects the people have neither 
the responsibility nor the duty to topple tyrants, “only this remains, to 
implore the Lord’s help, in whose hand are the hearts of kings, and the 
changing of kingdoms.”39 John Calvin’s counsel to the victims of political 
oppression  —  patience and prayer  —  amounts to the passive acceptance of 
an unjust situation, a view antithetical to liberationist and other political 
theologies that favor more active resistance to repression.

Nevertheless, before dismissing Calvin as a theological resource for lib-
eration, it is important to have a better understanding of the historical 
context in which he gave this advice. Th e words quoted earlier from the 
Institutes of the Christian Religion refl ect conditions in France at the time 
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they were written (1535), when Protestants were “cruelly tormented by a 
savage prince,” “greedily despoiled by one who is avaricious,” and “vexed 
for piety’s sake by one who is impious and sacrilegious.”40 Th ese political 
circumstances need to be considered when reviewing Calvin’s comments 
on civil government. His words imploring the victims of political per-
secution to persevere in their suff ering and pray for divine intervention 
against human cruelty are not a justifi cation for moral passivity; rather, 
this advice is given to “subjects” with little or no political power, so it is 
best understood as pastoral concern for the politically disenfranchised 
in a country where subjects lived under the absolute authority of a mon-
arch who  —  in spite of political alliances with the Protestant Princes of 
Germany  —  persecuted as heretical the Reformed churches in France. In 
1525 fewer than a dozen cities had held heresy trials, but by 1540 every re-
gion in France had conducted them, with the number of trials increasing 
steadily every decade through 1560. Th e intensifi cation of visible persecu-
tion of Protestants during the latter half of the 1540s prompted the fi rst 
of several waves of refugees fl eeing to Geneva, and the writings of John 
Calvin were consistently the most cited in the French index of prohibited 
books.41 Consequently, Calvin’s advice to the Protestant subjects of Fran-
cis I was tempered by pastoral concern for their well-being in the midst of 
persecution, since political uprisings were quickly and violently quelled in 
the Sixteenth century.

On October 18, 1534, members of the Protestant minority publicly 
posted copies of a handbill containing crude attacks on the Catholic mass. 
Th e Aff air of the Placards so angered Francis I (a copy of these articles had 
been posted on the door of the king’s own bedchamber!), he proclaimed 
that anyone found concealing the person or persons responsible for post-
ing the placards would be burned at the stake. Many were imprisoned and 
executed in the aft ermath of this incident, and the king’s attitude toward 
his Protestant subjects became decidedly hostile. Th e prefatory letter to 
Francis I of France found in the 1536 edition of the Institutes was written 
as an apologia on behalf of the persecuted French Protestant minority ac-
cused of heresy and sedition. Fearful that the Protestant cause would be 
discredited, especially aft er the brutal end to the 1535 Anabaptist revolu-
tion in Münster,42 John Calvin pleads with the king for understanding: 
“So that no one may think we are wrongly complaining of these things, 
you can be our witness, most noble King, with how many lying slanders it 
is daily traduced in your presence.”43 Arguing that “falsehoods, subtleties, 
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and slanders” have been spread by the enemies of French Evangelicals, 
Calvin demands toleration and offi  cial protection for the agents of eccle-
sial reform. It is not known whether Francis I ever read Calvin’s letter (his 
policies toward Protestants did not change signifi cantly), but it serves as 
a statement of the Reformed/Calvinist view of the relationship between 
church and state.

Much of what John Calvin says concerning civil government was writ-
ten in polemical opposition either to Radical and Anabaptist reformers 
who advocated complete withdrawal from the unregenerate world or to 
the Roman Catholic establishment under which princes were subject to 
ecclesial authority. Also underlying this entire discussion is Calvin’s agree-
ment with the common Protestant view on “the priesthood of all believ-
ers” (1 Pet. 2:9), which gave higher status to princes than had been tra-
ditional in Roman Catholic theology while encouraging the leveling of 
all ranks in civil society. Nonetheless, in the prefatory letter to Francis I 
(written in 1536), it is the more radical wing of the Reformation that Cal-
vin sees as undermining France’s Protestant movement vis-à-vis the gov-
erning authorities.

Th e general position of Radical and Anabaptist reformers concerning 
church and state is encapsulated in the Confession of Schleitheim, whose 
fourth article reads: “We have been united concerning the separation that 
shall take place from the evil and wickedness which the devil has planted 
in the world . . . that we have no fellowship with them in the confusion 
of their abominations.”44 Article 6, concerning the state’s use of coercive 
power, rejects any involvement in civil government for “it does not befi t 
a Christian to be a magistrate: the rule of the government is according 
to the fl esh, that of the Christian according to the spirit.”45 Th us, Calvin 
is quick to distance the French Evangelicals from the more radical re-
formers who advocated complete separation from  —  even disobedience to  
—  the state:

We are unjustly charged, too, with intentions of such a sort that we have 
never given the least suspicion of them. We are, I suppose, contriving the 
overthrow of kingdoms  —  we, from whom not one seditious word was 
ever heard; we, whose life when we lived under you was always acknowl-
edged to be quiet and simple; we, who do not cease to pray for the full 
prosperity of yourself and your kingdom, although we are now fugitives 
from home!46
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Aside from the prefatory letter (which appeared in all editions of the In-
stitutes), relevant discussions on civil government found in chapters 3.19 
and 4.20 of the 1559 edition of the Institutes (as well as 4.11.1 –  5, in which 
Calvin discusses the power of the keys in Matt. 16:17 –  19) demarcate eccle-
siastical and civil jurisdictions in marked contrast to the Roman church. 
Th e former chapter, “Christian Freedom” (Institutes 3.19), is concerned 
with the conscience of the individual believer while the latter, “Civil Gov-
ernment” (Institutes 4.20), deals primarily with the duties of citizens and 
magistrates. In the 1559 edition these two passages seem unrelated, yet in 
the 1536 edition they were closely linked, separated only by a section on 
ecclesiastical power. Given that the fi nal edition of Calvin’s Institutes is 
fi ve times its original size, it is important to remember the original rela-
tion between these two chapters and to resist the temptation to read Cal-
vin’s discussion of civil government in the closing chapter of the fi nal edi-
tion as an aft erthought. Rather, responsible citizenship is an inherent part 
of Calvin’s notion of the Christian life.

According to Calvin, in contrast to the Anabaptists, Christian theology 
must address the question of civil government, since it is God who founds 
the state and defi nes its jurisdiction and purpose:

Civil government has as its appointed end, so long as we live among men, 
to cherish and protect the outward worship of God, to defend sound 
doctrine of piety and the position of the church, to adjust our life to the 
society of men, to form our social behavior to civil righteousness, to rec-
oncile us with one another, and to promote general peace and tranquility. 
All of this I admit to be superfl uous, if God’s Kingdom, such as it is now 
among us, wipes out the present life. But if it is God’s will that we go as 
pilgrims upon the earth while we aspire to the true fatherland, and if the 
pilgrimage requires such helps, those who take these from man deprive 
him of his very humanity. Our adversaries claim that there ought to be 
such great perfection in the church of God that its government should 
suffi  ce for law. But they stupidly imagine such a perfection as can never 
be found in a community of men.47

Because of humanity’s sinful and fallen state, God has ordained civil gov-
ernment to serve two purposes: “It provides that a public manifestation 
of religion may exist among Christians, and that humanity may be main-
tained among men.”48 To this end, temporal governments are granted the 
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power of the sword, that is, the authority to use coercion to enforce its 
laws. In eff ect, God has ordained the secular order (the state) to main-
tain peace and justice in the world, by force if necessary, with the under-
standing that the spiritual government (the church) is “already initiating 
in us upon earth certain beginnings of the Heavenly Kingdom, and in this 
mortal and fl eeting life aff ords a certain forecast of an immortal and in-
corruptible blessedness.”49

According to Calvin, Christ himself declares “that there is no disagree-
ment between his kingdom and political government or order.”50 Th ere-
fore, while throughout Calvin’s discussion on civil government a distinc-
tion is maintained between the spiritual and temporal realms, they are 
two aspects of a single “twofold government.” While the spiritual “resides 
in the soul or inner man and pertains to eternal life,” and the temporal 
is concerned with the “establishment of civil justice and outward moral-
ity,”51 there is no inherent confl ict between them. Th us, unlike the mod-
ern separation of church and state, in Calvin’s theology these two realms 
interpenetrate each other as manifestations of the one divine will. Begin-
ning about 1560 and continuing over a thirty-year period, the Protestant 
Reformation in France gave rise to the wars of religion. While Protestants 
endured much at the hands of a Catholic government, Calvin did not 
support revolutionary activities; his theological writings refl ect great care 
and eff ort to prevent social unrest and disorder. Consequently, each realm 
in Calvin’s twofold government has clearly demarcated jurisdictions: the 
temporal government makes laws that maintain the social order while the 
spiritual government enforces discipline of church members. Not only is 
Calvin’s position a contrast to Anabaptist separatism, it also opposes the 
sixteenth-century Roman Catholic view that the (visible) church is the 
highest authority. While recognizing a distinction between the spiritual 
and temporal realms, Calvin recognizes both jurisdictions as religious 
callings. In fact, the vocation of “magistrate” is for Calvin a holy calling, 
“not only holy and lawful before God, but also the most sacred and by far 
the most honorable of all callings in the whole life of mortal men.”52 Con-
sequently, the question for Reformed/Calvinist theology is not whether 
the church has the right to enter the public arena or exert political infl u-
ence. Rather, the question becomes, How, and to what end?

Governance is a high calling with great responsibility, and Calvin re-
peatedly stresses the responsibilities of rulers toward their subjects, while 
remaining steadfast about the obedience subjects owe their rulers, “what-
ever they may be like.”53 Conversely, magistrates  —  even absolute monarchs  
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—  are subject to the teaching and discipline of the church as members of 
the one body.54 Hence, Calvin exhorts magistrates to remain faithful to 
God’s commands:

For what great zeal for uprightness, for prudence, gentleness, self-control, 
and for innocence ought to be required of themselves by those who know 
that they have been ordained ministers of divine justice? How will they 
have the brazenness to admit injustice to their judgment seat, which they 
are told is the throne of the living God? How will they have the bold-
ness to pronounce an unjust sentence, by that mouth which they know 
has been appointed an instrument of divine truth? With what conscience 
will they sign wicked decrees by that hand which they know has been 
appointed to record the acts of God? To sum up, if they remember that 
they are vicars of God, they should watch with all care, earnestness, and 
diligence, to represent in themselves to men some image of divine provi-
dence, protection, goodness, benevolence, and justice.55

Implicit in this warning is the belief that the second purpose of civil 
government is the use of its (God-given) power “to restrain the sinful 
tendencies of the strong to take advantage of the weak, and to secure a 
certain measure of social justice in human transactions,”56 a point con-
sonant with liberation theology’s preferential option for the poor. How-
ever, given his emphasis on patient endurance, liberation theologians are 
correct to question whether or not Calvin’s instruction is sympathetic to 
the task of enabling the historical transformation of an oppressive social 
order.

Considering the turbulent times in which he lived, and the atrocities 
committed against the French Protestant minority (Calvin himself fl ed 
France in 1536, never to return), the following passage from the 1536 edi-
tion of the Institutes accentuates the importance Calvin placed on subjects 
obeying their rulers:

Th erefore, if we are cruelly tormented by a savage prince, if we are greed-
ily despoiled by one who is avaricious or wanton, if we are neglected by a 
slothful one, if fi nally we are vexed for piety’s sake by one who is impious 
and sacrilegious, let us fi rst be mindful of our own misdeeds, which with-
out doubt are chastised by such whips of the Lord [cf. Dan. 9:7]. By this, 
humility will restrain our impatience. Let us then also recall this thought 
to mind, that it is not for us to remedy such evils; that only this remains, 
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to implore the Lord’s help, in whose hand are the hearts of kings, and the 
changing of kingdoms [Prov. 21:1].57

While Calvin repeatedly stresses that Christians have the duty of obe-
dience to magistrates as “vice-regents” of God  —  even demanding obedi-
ence to tyrannical rulers  —  there is for Calvin the possibility of legitimate 
Christian resistance to unjust states:

But in that obedience which we have shown to be due the authority of 
rulers, we are always to make this exception, indeed to observe it as pri-
mary, that such obedience is never to lead us away from obedience to him, 
to whose will the desires of all kings ought to be subject, to whose de-
crees all their commands ought to yield, to whose majesty their scepters 
ought to be submitted. And how absurd would it be that in satisfying 
men you should incur the displeasure of him for whose sake you obey 
men themselves!58

An apparent inconsistency runs through Calvin’s understanding of church-
state relations. On the one hand, it is not the role of subjects to overturn 
the rule of a tyrannical government, for God will vindicate, but on the 
other hand, it seems that Calvin does urge (some) resistance to the state 
when it contradicts the will of God, since “we must obey God rather than 
men” (Acts 5:29, NRSV).

How are faithful Christians to withstand the rule of impious despots? 
Calvin suggests diff erent options are available to diff erent Christians  —  de-
pending on what role they serve in the social order. In the earlier pas-
sage Calvin is addressing “those who have been put under the power of 
others,” yet in the section immediately following, Calvin acknowledges 
that God sometimes “raises up open avengers from among his servants, 
and arms them with his command to punish the wicked government and 
deliver his people, oppressed in unjust ways, from miserable calamity.”59 
Calvin appears confl icted on this issue  —  desiring a stable social order 
(even at the cost of innocent suff ering), yet affi  rming that God acts in his-
tory to overcome tyranny. A crucial hermeneutical key for understanding 
Calvin’s statements on political resistance depends upon recognizing to 
whom his comments are directed. He is speaking to private individuals 
when he warns, “If the correction of unbridled despotism is the Lord’s 
to avenge, let us not at once think that it is entrusted to us, to whom 
no command has been given except to obey and suff er.”60 However, when 
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addressing the lawfully appointed magistrates of the people, Calvin bur-
dens them with the duty of restraining the abuses of kings and tyrants:

I am so far from forbidding them to withstand, in accordance with their 
duty, the fi erce licentiousness of kings, that, if they wink at kings who 
violently fall upon and assault the lowly common folk, I declare that their 
dissimulation involves nefarious perfi dy, because they dishonestly betray 
the freedom of the people, of which they know that they have been ap-
pointed protectors by God’s ordinance.61

Calvin urges constitutional magistrates to protect the liberties of the peo-
ple through political means. Th is controversial passage, along with the 
explicit warning in the closing paragraph of the Institutes that obedience 
to earthly rulers must not become disobedience to God, provides the Re-
formed tradition with the basic tools for political resistance. Calvin never 
condoned political revolution, but in his works we fi nd the theological 
foundations for resisting injustice and oppression.

Th e Prophetic Role of the Pastor in Civil Society

If the majority of believers are called to be obedient subjects, with pa-
tience and prayer their only means of political resistance, and a smaller 
number are set above them as magistrates, responsible for the just ad-
ministration of human society and granted corresponding power by God, 
then an even smaller number is called to wield the power that stands in 
judgment of all: the Word of God. John Calvin accords preaching an ex-
alted place in the church’s ministry, and from the pulpit, pastors exercise 
great power for shaping the life of church and society.

Th e Institutes of the Christian Religion begins with a philosophical 
statement of purpose: “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, 
true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and 
of ourselves.”62 Calvin concludes, “Man never achieves a clear knowledge 
of himself unless he has fi rst looked upon God’s face, and then descends 
from contemplating him to scrutinize himself.”63 Whatever knowledge of 
God we derive from nature is distorted by human sin; true knowledge of 
God is found only in the Scriptures, and always mediated by Christ, for 
we need God “to take away all cause for enmity and to reconcile us ut-
terly to himself, he wipes out all evil in us by the expiation set forth in the 
death of Christ; that we, who were previously unclean and impure, may 
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show ourselves righteous and holy in his sight.”64 It is in Scripture that we 
encounter the divine visage, and through the inward action of the Holy 
Spirit, receive salvifi c knowledge of God:

Just as old or bleary-eyed men and those with weak vision, if you thrust 
before them a most beautiful volume, even if they recognize it to be some 
sort of writing, yet can scarcely construe two words, but with the aid of 
spectacles will begin to read distinctly; so Scripture, gathering up the 
otherwise confused knowledge of God in our minds, having dispersed 
our dullness, clearly shows us the true God. Th is, therefore, is a special 
gift , where God, to instruct the church, not merely uses mute teachers 
but also opens his own most hallowed lips.65

If, as the Scriptures disclose, the Word of God is revealed by preaching, 
we must acknowledge as God’s will that today the Word is also heard in 
the same way, mediated through the human word in the church’s proc-
lamation.

Undoubtedly social, political, and cultural factors shaped Calvin’s the-
ology, yet his approach is generally described as a biblical theology inso-
far as he attempts a faithful exegesis of the whole of Scripture: “It is well 
known that Calvin shared the sixteenth-century Protestant determination 
to be a faithful teacher of scripture, eschewing all human invention.”66 
Th erefore, when Calvin’s practical theology focuses on matters of social 
justice and economic equity, it can be assumed that in his judgment this 
theme is essential to the biblical message. In an extensive commentary on 
Psalm 82:3, Calvin’s views on poverty resonate with liberation theology’s 
demand that the church serve as an advocate on behalf of the poor and 
powerless with the powers that be:

We are here briefl y taught that a just and well-regulated government will 
be distinguished for maintaining the rights of the poor and affl  icted. By 
the fi gure synecdoche, one part of equitable administration is put for the 
whole; for it cannot be doubted that rulers are bound to observe justice 
towards all men without distinction. But the prophet, with much propri-
ety, represents them as appointed to be the defenders of the miserable and 
oppressed. . . . Th e end, therefore, for which judges bear the sword is to 
restrain the wicked, and thus to prevent violence from prevailing among 
men, who are so much disposed to become disorderly and outrageous. 
. . . From these remarks, it is very obvious why the cause of the poor and 
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needy is here chiefl y commended to rulers; for those who are exposed 
as easy prey to the cruelty and wrongs of the rich have no less need of 
the assistance and protection of magistrates than the sick have of the aid 
of the physician. Were the truth deeply fi xed in the minds of kings and 
other judges, that they are appointed to be the guardians of the poor, and 
that a special part of this duty lies in resisting the wrongs which are done 
to them, and in repressing all unrighteous violence, perfect righteousness 
would become triumphant through the whole world.67

Granted, there are crucial diff erences between liberation theology’s “pref-
erential option for the poor” and Calvin’s biblical vision of “perfect right-
eousness”  —  perhaps the sixteenth and twenty-fi rst centuries are working 
with vastly diff erent notions of what constitutes a “just” human society  
—  yet both share “common places,” since their views of justice originate in 
the world of the Old and New Testaments.

Whereas liberation theology struggles against hierarchical social or-
ders, Calvin accepts a rigid social hierarchy in which most are called to 
be obedient subjects while a select few are called to be benevolent rul-
ers. And while some liberation theologies have gone so far as to advocate 
revolutionary violence to overcome oppression, Calvin off ers little practi-
cal advice on what to do when the powerless suff er because rulers are un-
faithful in their God-appointed duties. So perhaps Mark Taylor is correct 
in suggesting that there is “a deep-running fault beneath the mountain-
ous range of Calvinist social piety” that equates social justice with “good 
order,” thereby excluding those outside “the dominant order of things.”68 
Still, it cannot be denied that Calvin placed the needs of the poor in six-
teenth-century Geneva at the forefront of his eff orts at ordering politi-
cal and ecclesial life. While it is tempting to view systematic attempts at 
constructing and perpetuating certain social structures with postmodern 
suspicion, contemporary Reformed theology should be mindful of the 
fact that in spite of a single-minded “will-to-order,” John Calvin does not 
avoid Scripture’s demand to act for justice at great cost to ourselves. An 
analysis of how the Word of God  —  primarily through prophetic preach-
ing  —  exhorts, judges, and continually reforms public life on behalf of the 
poor and powerless provides an antidote to the more “repressive” mani-
festations of the Reformed tradition.

John Calvin’s understanding of the preaching offi  ce begins with thor-
ough exegetical work of the Old Testament, focusing primarily on the 
prophets who speak with God’s voice and authority: “Th e word goeth out 
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of the mouth of God in such a manner that it likewise ‘goeth out of the 
mouth’ of men; for God does not speak openly from heaven, but employs 
men as his instruments, that by their agency he may make known his 
will.”69 Preaching is so vital for the church that “we ought to be so much 
aff ected by it, whenever he (God) speaks by his servants, as though he 
were nigh to us, face to face.”70 Furthermore, preaching serves a dual pur-
pose, revealing God’s will while providing an opportunity for believers to 
demonstrate their obedience:

But as he did not entrust the ancient folk to angels but raised up teach-
ers from the earth truly to perform the angelic offi  ce, so also today it is 
his will to teach us through human means. As he was of old not content 
with the law alone, but added priests as interpreters from whose lips the 
people might ask its true meaning [cf. Malachi 2:7], so today he not only 
desires us to be attentive to its reading, but also appoints instructors to 
help us by their eff ort. Th is is doubly useful. On the one hand, he proves 
our obedience by a very good test when we hear his ministers speaking 
just as if he himself spoke. On the other, he also provides for our weak-
ness in that he prefers to address us in human fashion through interpret-
ers in order to draw us to himself, rather than to thunder at us and drive 
us away.71

Central to Calvin’s ecclesiology is the belief that we are called to live in 
community as the one body, nurtured by Mother Church through the 
preaching of the Word, in faithful obedience to those called to lead the 
church. While affi  rming the priesthood of all believers, Calvin nonethe-
less recognizes diff ering vocations within the body and emphasizes the 
importance of preaching. Yet, he is quick to admonish pastors  —  perhaps 
to keep them humble  —  that only by an act of the Holy Spirit does the 
word of the preacher become the Word of God (the same can be said for 
the receptiveness of the hearer), for “when God separates himself from 
his ministers, nothing remains in them.”72

Th us, it is Christ who speaks through preaching, and preaching the 
means by which Christ rules the church. In the words of the apostle 
Paul,

How are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And 
how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how 
are they to hear without a preacher? And how can men preach unless 
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they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who 
preach good news!” (Rom. 10:14 –  15, RSV)

Commenting on a line from the prophet Isaiah, “He made my mouth like 
a sharp sword” (Isa. 49:2, RSV), Calvin asserts that Christ has “been ap-
pointed by the Father, not to rule, aft er the manner of princes . . . but his 
whole authority consists in doctrine, in the preaching of which he wishes 
to be sought and acknowledged; for nowhere else will he be found.”73 
Jesus Christ, through his ministers on this earth, exercises power and au-
thority over the church and the world. However, “as to the Church collec-
tive, the sword now put into our hand is of another kind, that of the word 
and spirit.”74 Recalling Calvin’s discussion of civil government, specifi cally 
his claim that the power of the sword is granted (by God) to temporal 
governments because of human sin, it follows that “the church does not 
have the power to coerce, and ought not to seek it (I am speaking of civil 
coercion), it is the duty of godly kings and princes to sustain religion by 
laws, edicts, and judgments.”75

Christ’s sword is the preached Word, his scepter the Gospel. Not sur-
prisingly, preaching was at the center of Calvin’s activities in Geneva, and 
his long and arduous relationship with the Council and Consistory of 
Geneva serves as a model for how the church wields the spiritual sword. 
From Calvin’s successor in Geneva, Th eodore Beza, we gain a sense of 
Calvin’s tenure as pastor and teacher:

Besides preaching every day from week to week, usually and as oft en as 
he could he preached twice every Sunday; he lectured three times a week 
on theology; he gave remonstrances in the consistory, and delivered as it 
were an entire lesson in the conference on Scripture that we call a con-
gregation; and he so closely followed this program without interruption 
until his death that he never failed once during extreme illness.76

John Calvin served a parish much bigger than most modern churches 
with a far more demanding preaching schedule. Aside from preaching du-
ties, Calvin also instituted weekly “congregations” for the other ministers 
in Geneva for the purpose of providing instruction in Scriptural exegesis 
and doctrine:

It will be expedient that all the ministers, for conserving purity and con-
cord of doctrine among themselves, meet together one certain day each 
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week, for discussion of the Scriptures; and none are to be exempt from 
this without legitimate excuse. . . . As for those who preach in the vil-
lages, throughout the Seigneury, they are to be exhorted to come as oft en 
as they are able.77

Th e fruits of his labor survive in the form of the Institutes in its various 
draft s, commentaries on almost every book of the Bible, numerous theo-
logical treatises, pastoral correspondence, and forty-four bound volumes 
of sermons. While Denis Raguenier, a professional scribe hired in 1549, 
recorded two thousand sermons in shorthand, scholars estimate that John 
Calvin preached more than four thousand sermons in his lifetime. During 
this long tenure, Calvin’s preaching oft en challenged Geneva’s politicians.

In fact, Calvin (along with associates Farel and Courault) was expelled 
from Geneva for mixing politics with religion. In March 1538 Calvin was 
reprimanded for calling the city council “a Council of the Devil,” and he 
and Farel were warned “not to mix themselves in magistracy.”78 Th rough-
out Calvin’s career in Geneva his struggles with the Council centered on 
the issue of the church’s independence from temporal government, specif-
ically over the ban and readmission to the Lord’s Supper. During his early 
years, prior to being exiled in 1538, Calvin was adamant about requiring 
all citizens of Geneva to swear a Confession of Faith written by Farel. Th e 
citizens refused, and the Council registry contains numerous mentions of 
eff orts made to persuade the people to accept the Confession, until Calvin 
and his pastoral colleagues brought the matter to a climax in 1538 by an-
nouncing their intention to refuse the Lord’s Supper to those who did not 
subscribe to the Confession. Th e Council was fi rm in denying the pastors 
the unilateral power to ban and then acted to impose liturgical reforms 
without informing Calvin, Farel, and Courault, requiring them to cele-
brate the sacrament on Easter morning according to this new order. And 
had the pastors refused, they would have been prohibited from preaching 
on Easter morning. Calvin and his colleagues did refuse and proceeded to 
preach on why administering the sacrament under these conditions would 
have profaned it, which led the Council to act immediately to dismiss the 
three preachers and order them to leave the city within three days.

Eventually, once the political climate changed, Calvin was called back 
to Geneva as preacher. In 1541 he returned to Geneva to continue his 
struggles for ecclesiastical and political reform unyielding on the con-
viction that the church alone has the right to excommunicate. His new 
Ecclesiastical Ordinances (1541) provided for the election of a Consistory 
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composed of pastors and laypeople whose duties included maintaining 
the purity of the church:

Th e elders, as already said, are to assemble once a week with the minis-
ters, that is to say on Th ursday morning, to see that there be no disor-
der in the Church and to discuss together remedies as they are required. 
Because they have no compulsive authority or jurisdiction, may it please 
their Lordships, to give them one of their offi  cials to summon those 
whom they wish to admonish. If anyone refuses with contempt to com-
ply, their offi  ce will be to inform their Lordships, in order that remedy be 
applied.79

Still, the ordinances do not clarify who actually has the power of excom-
munication and readmission  —  the Consistory or the Council. Eventually, 
Calvin gained approval for his church order, but not before important 
changes were made to Calvin’s text, including this additional article in-
serted aft er the above discussion on the Consistory’s right to exercise the 
ban:

All this is to take place in such a way that ministers have no civil jurisdic-
tion, nor use anything but the spiritual sword of the Word of God, as Paul 
commands them; nor is the Consistory to derogate from the authority 
of the Seigneury or ordinary justice. Th e civil power is to remain unim-
paired. Even where there will be need to impose punishment or to con-
strain parties, the ministers with the Consistory having heard the parties 
and used such remonstrances and admonitions as are good, are to report 
the whole matter to the Council, which in their turn will advise sentence 
and judgment according to the needs of the case.80

Th e power struggle over the right to readmit members to the Lord’s Sup-
per continued for many years. Th e Consistory would bar someone from 
the Supper and send them to the Council for civil punishment where the 
Council would hear the Consistory’s report, declare a sentence and fi ne, 
then assume that person would be admitted into full communion with the 
church. Calvin and the other pastors disagreed, insisting that those who 
were excommunicated had to appear before the Consistory yet again, in 
order to establish their genuine repentance. Th en, and only then, would 
they be readmitted to the Supper, regardless of the decision reached by 
the civil court.
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John Calvin faced great opposition over the right to ban, and on this 
and other matters the Council questioned the content of his preaching 
on numerous occasions because “with great choler [he] preached that the 
magistracy permits many insolences. Ordered that he should be called be-
fore the Council in order to know why he has so preached, and that if 
there is some insolence in the city, the lieutenant should be commanded 
to look into it and to do justice concerning it.”81 Calvin’s struggle to es-
tablish the church’s independence from the Council provides a glimpse of 
how he used preaching as a means of advocating social reform. In his ca-
pacity as pastor and teacher, Calvin concedes that the church has certain 
obligations vis-à-vis the state. First, Christians ought to pray for the civil 
government and submit to its legitimate authority. Never, throughout his 
many disagreements with the Genevan civil authorities, does Calvin sanc-
tion rebellion. (Although, as has been demonstrated, Calvin allows for the 
remote possibility of legitimate rebellion against repressive governments, 
but only when such resistance is led by lesser magistrates constitutionally 
appointed to protect the individual liberties of the populace.) Second, the 
church has a duty to encourage the state to defend the poor and defense-
less against the rich and powerful. Th e church in Geneva battled usury, 
unemployment, disease, and every manner of economic injustice, in great 
part because John Calvin preached the Gospel without diluting its mes-
sage. Since magistrates, just like any member of the body of Christ, are 
subject to the teaching and discipline of the church, there is an expecta-
tion that their public policies will be criticized from the pulpit: “Oppres-
sion utters a suffi  ciently loud cry of itself; and if the judge, sitting on a 
high watch-tower, seems to take no notice of it, he is here plainly warned, 
that such connivance shall not escape with impunity.”82 Finally, the church 
is to admonish the state when it acts unjustly.

Drawing upon the prophet Amos (a favorite text among liberation 
theologians), who warns, “Hear this, you who trample upon the needy, 
and bring the poor of the land to an end. . . . Th e Lord has sworn by the 
pride of Jacob: ‘Surely I will never forget any of their deeds’ ” (Amos 8:4, 7, 
RSV), Calvin comments:

But as more guilt belongs always to leaders, this is the reason why the 
Prophets treated them with more sharpness and severity: for many of the 
common people go astray through thoughtlessness or ignorances or are 
led on by others, but they who govern, pervert what is just and right, and 
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then become the originators of all kinds of licentiousness. It is no wonder 
then that the Lord by his Prophets inveighed so sharply against them.83

Th e minister, as the “mouth of God,” is duty bound to speak out against 
all injustice and to exhort magistrates to perform their God-ordained 
tasks with equity and mercy. Calvin thus demonstrates that he wanted a 
church free from the control of the state, not because he was a megaloma-
niac wanting to establish himself as “bishop of Geneva” (as some modern 
critics have suggested), but for the simple fact that  —  in order to maintain 
purity of doctrine  —  the church needs the freedom to preach the Word of 
God in prophetic criticism of the state. Calvin wielded the spiritual sword 
with great fi nesse, persuading political opponents by the truth and right-
eousness of the preached Word, all the while acting with the certainty that 
both church and state exist under the Lordship of Christ.

Calvin’s Pastoral Praxis

All theological questions have an ethical dimension  —  that is, the theo-
logical question (who is God) is inseparable from the moral question 
(what ought we to do)  —  a point best articulated by Gustavo Gutiérrez, 
whose book A Th eology of Liberation is considered the most important 
work of Latin American liberation theology. In this seminal work Gutiér-
rez asserts that theology (talk about God) is a “second moment,” implying 
that there is a “fi rst moment” antecedent to all theological formulation 
consisting of the silent language of Christian spirituality, prayer, worship, 
and moral action.84 Methodologically, Latin American liberation theol-
ogy seems worlds apart from Calvin’s naïve attempt to exegete the text 
while “eschewing all human additions” (McKee), since Gutiérrez begins 
by acknowledging the cultural, political, and ecclesial commitment of the 
theologian and also draws upon the social sciences, as interpretations of 
reality, to provide theology with some of its “raw” material. However, just 
because theology employs extrascriptural tools of analysis does not make 
these methods the source or locus of theology; liberation theology is not 
Marxism, although at times it has employed Marxist social analysis. By 
the same token, the fact that Calvin was infl uenced by humanism and 
employed its methods in interpreting the Bible does not reduce his bibli-
cal and Christocentric theology to mere humanism.

Th e most important aspect of liberation theology is that it adopts the 
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perspective of the poor and powerless as its starting point when formu-
lating its theology. Liberation theologians do not come to the text with 
some abstract notion of a preferential option for the poor that they then 
read into the text; rather, they approach the text as the poor (or as pas-
tors and theologians serving the poor) and fi nd within the text good news 
for the poor (Luke 4:18). Liberation theology makes a preferential option 
on behalf of the poor and powerless because in the Scriptures God insti-
tutes this preferential option. Gutiérrez identifi es three interrelated levels 
or dimensions of liberation: (1) liberation from oppressive socioeconomic 
structures, (2) liberation as personal transformation, and (3) liberation 
from sin. Ultimately, however, he recognizes that “only liberation from 
sin gets to the very source of social injustice and other forms of human 
oppression and reconciles us with God and our fellow human beings.”85 
While Calvin does not expressly speak about liberation in the same sense 
as Gutiérrez, his social ethics emphasize the need for equity in all human 
relations. Furthermore, both approaches seek to bring about social trans-
formation by means of pastoral care and instruction. For John Calvin and 
Gustavo Gutiérrez the local congregation is the nexus of moral action and 
education; from the grassroots level the church reaches out to the broader 
cultural context, seeking social change by modeling an alternate way of 
living in community. As Gutiérrez has always maintained, the church 
wields great power and infl uence in society and should not be afraid to 
use this power on behalf of the poor and oppressed.86 John Calvin the 
pastor would agree.

In a sermon on 2 Samuel 8:9 –  18, Calvin charges all believers, not just 
Christian magistrates, “to take as strong a stand against evil as we can. 
Th is command is given to everyone not only to princes, magistrates, and 
offi  cers of justice, but to all private persons as well.”87 Scripture is clear 
that as Christians we are called to suff er persecution for the sake of right-
eousness, and for Calvin such suff ering even becomes a source of joy, for 
“we are too ungrateful if we do not willingly and cheerfully undergo these 
things at the Lord’s hand.”88 Forbearance  —  especially in defense of the in-
nocent  —  is an important virtue of the Christian life. In Calvin’s Geneva, 
countless opportunities to suff er for the sake of righteousness presented 
themselves.

Geneva was a small city, with an estimated population of 10,000 in 
1537, but surging as high as 21,400 in 1560. Th e fi rst wave of immigration 
in 1542 (some 5,000 French refugees fl eeing political persecution) gener-
ated increased poverty, crime, unemployment, and xenophobia. Not only 
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did the ecclesiastical and civic leaders of Geneva face the consequences of 
breaking with the Roman church, but the deterioration of the medieval 
social order created new cultural, political, and economic realities that 
both church and state were ill prepared to confront.89 Because Calvin’s 
theology and preaching originate in a context of political persecution, 
extreme poverty, and innocent suff ering  —  a social situation analogous to 
contemporary liberation eff orts in Latin America  —  it is tempting to judge 
his praxis according to current standards of pastoral care. Yet, while Cal-
vin’s pastoral duties were extremely demanding, they consisted primarily 
of preaching and teaching. Calvin was not a social worker, political activ-
ist, or psychological counselor, roles which the contemporary pastor oft en 
dons, yet Calvin was very involved in reorganizing church order and lit-
urgy, in reorganizing the city’s social order properly to meet the needs of 
the poor and helpless, in defending the autonomy of the church against 
any infringement by the temporal government, and in maintaining the re-
ligious education and doctrinal purity of the faithful.

According to Calvin, aside from preaching and teaching, pastoral care 
is primarily defi ned as care for the poor and sick. To this end, the church 
in Geneva established several institutions and practices to provide for the 
well-being of the disabled and disadvantaged. First and foremost among 
these is the diaconate, established by Calvin as a permanent ministry of 
the church. Deacons provide the church’s ministry to the suff ering of the 
world; they are responsible for collecting and administering fi nances for 
this purpose, as well as for the actual care of the needy. In the Ecclesiasti-
cal Ordinances Calvin explains the division of labor within the diaconate: 
“Th ere were always two kinds [of deacons] in the ancient Church, the one 
deputed to receive and hold goods for the poor, not only daily alms, but 
also possessions, rent and pensions; the other to tend and care for the sick 
and administer allowances to the poor.”90 Calvin’s church order calls for a 
similar organization to be followed in the administration of public hospi-
tals, with the installment of procurators and hospitallers, and he charges 
pastors to always inquire aft er the welfare of the citizenry. Should they 
fi nd anyone lacking of anything, they are instructed to inform the Coun-
cil so that appropriate action can be taken to remedy the situation.

Not only were the poor of Geneva provided for, but also in order to 
meet the needs of the constant stream of Protestant refugees from Ro-
man Catholic regions, a welfare fund for poor foreigners known as the 
Bourse française was established.91 While Geneva’s welfare institutions 
were designed to help those who, through illness or disability, had no 
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hope of becoming self-supporting, most aid was temporary and designed 
to help the recipient become independent:

Th e goal of the deacons was apparently to get able-bodied refugees back 
on their feet as soon as possible, by providing temporary housing, short-
term support, and job retraining when necessary. Th e deacons paid for 
tools to set up artisans in trade and provided some of them with raw 
materials. . . . Such relatively modest expenditures could make people fi -
nancially independent with little outlay, and since loans were preferred 
to handouts, the deacons had an opportunity to recover some of their 
outlay.92

Aside from such immediate welfare needs, John Calvin also made primary 
education compulsory for boys and girls in Geneva, promoted secondary 
education for boys and girls, and founded what became the University of 
Geneva.

Nonetheless, contemporary liberationists still fi nd fault with Calvin’s 
social reforms. Th e section of the Ecclesiastical Ordinances dealing with 
the church’s ministry to the poor ends with a warning against begging, 
“which is contrary to good order.”93 Th is emphasis on “good order” has 
raised the criticism that “the middle-class denominations add organiza-
tion upon organization to meet the needs of the disordered and disin-
herited, but still the church at best reinforces the distance between the 
middle-class churches and the churches of the disinherited.”94 Granted, 
the social piety arising from Calvin’s theology emphasizes good order, but 
not from a hidden desire to exclude or marginalize the “disinherited” as 
Taylor (and Wolterstorff ) suggests. Rather, the rigid systematic approach 
to social welfare concerns demonstrated in Calvin’s church order is the 
inescapable by-product of implementing voluminous social reforms in 
response to great social upheaval and immeasurable human suff ering. A 
more thorough examination of Calvin’s correspondence unmasks the hu-
man side of the “world-repressive” social engineer who struggled, oft en 
against great odds, to create stability and peace for Geneva.

Calvin’s correspondence reveals a pastor who took time to write to po-
litical prisoners and refugees, off ering comfort, material assistance, and 
practical advice, while interceding with governing authorities on their 
behalf. In 1545, when the French victims of royal persecution sought ref-
uge in Geneva, John Calvin was instrumental in convincing the Gene-
van civil authorities not only to off er safe haven but also to provide the 
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refugees with means of subsistence.95 Further evidence of Calvin’s po-
litical advocacy is found in a letter to Farel, dated May 4, 1545, in which 
Calvin writes for counsel on how to help the persecuted Protestants of 
Provence:

One of them has returned to us with the melancholy intelligence that 
several villages have been consumed by fi re, that most of the old men 
had been burned to death, that some had been put to the sword, others 
having been carried off  to abide their doom; and that such was the sav-
age cruelty of these persecutors, that neither young girls, nor pregnant 
women, nor infants, were spared. . . . On hearing of this dreadful tragedy, 
and considering what ought to be done, it seemed advisable to the breth-
ren [ministers in Geneva] in the fi rst place, that we should send a man 
to you with my letter which recommends the cause of all the Churches 
to the ministers; and in the next place we asked the advice of the [Ge-
nevan city] Council, because we were not so clear among ourselves 
what measures ought to be taken. It was the opinion of the Council that 
I should go in person to the Swiss Churches [as an ambassador for the 
people of Provence]. I shall therefore set out tomorrow on the journey. 
. . . As soon as I can, I shall urge the Senate to grant me an audience of 
the Council.96

Calvin’s eff orts to liberate political prisoners were not always successful, 
as in the case of the fi ve theological students imprisoned in Lyons and 
burned at the stake in 1553, yet his pastoral letters were intended to not 
only provide comfort to the prisoners but also praise the witness of the 
Protestant martyrs. Th is is evidenced in a letter of encouragement ad-
dressed to Liner, a Protestant merchant who was working to free the fi ve 
prisoners of Lyons:

Refl ect, moreover, how many worthy brethren there are who glorify God 
for what you are doing, who would be scandalized if you altered your 
course. As for the dangers which they set before you, I have no fear of 
their coming to pass, for the good brethren for whom you have done so 
much feel themselves so indebted to you that, were they at liberty, far 
from being cowardly enough to betray you, they would expose them-
selves to death for your sake. . . . Be of good courage therefore in this 
holy work, in which you serve not only God and His martyrs but also the 
whole church.97
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From reading these letters it becomes evident that John Calvin’s under-
standing of the Christian life does not promise freedom from turmoil and 
affl  iction. Rather, Christ’s grace comes to us amid the trials of life, en-
abling us not only to persevere in faith in spite of our adversities but also 
to see God’s providence in our sickness, imprisonment, and even death. 
Furthermore, according to Calvin, it is the vocation of all Christians to 
take up “the protection of the good and the innocent against the wrongs of 
the wicked,” even at the cost of undergoing “the off enses and hatred of the 
world, which may imperil either our life, our fortunes, or our honor.”98

It has been demonstrated how Calvin’s theology and pastoral practice 
sought to create a just and equitable society founded upon his under-
standing of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. But Calvin’s methods refl ect the 
rigidly hierarchical society of late medieval/early modern Europe, so to 
modern eyes his eff orts at caring for the poor and oppressed can appear 
paternalistic. Th ankfully, not every aspect of Calvin’s ordering of church 
life and society is essential to Reformed theology. What is essential is 
faithfulness to the Word of God when defi ning the church’s ecclesiology 
and missiology. Historian Elsie Anne McKee highlights Calvin’s great-
est strength as his determination to be faithful to the sole authority of 
Scripture by allowing all of Scripture to instruct him without skipping 
inconvenient passages. Th e message Calvin fi nds in Scripture is akin to 
the fundamental affi  rmation of liberation theology  —  that God acts in 
the world in order to liberate the poor and oppressed, making historical 
liberation a necessary dimension of salvation  —  insofar as Calvin under-
stands the Christian life as a call to suff er for the sake of righteousness 
(Institutes 3.8.7).

In sixteenth-century Geneva, Christ’s call to minister to the poor, the 
sick, the orphan, the widow, the refugee, and the prisoner was purpose-
fully integrated into the life of the church and legislated by civil law. In 
the twenty-fi rst century, mainline Protestantism in North America can 
transform the character of global Christianity by helping pastors and lay-
people alike rediscover the Reformed/Calvinist tradition’s commitment 
to socially transformative praxis. Th us, while always conscious of the fact 
that the Reformed tradition has at times used its theology to legitimate 
oppression, a theology guided by this tradition should nonetheless tread 
bravely into the public arena, confi dent that Calvin has already walked 
that path and, more important, with the sure knowledge that Christ him-
self fi rst marked the trail.
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Jesus on Slavery: A Th eological Framework for 
Engaging the Politics of Race

Translating Jesus’ teachings across two thousand years of historical and 
cultural change raises many obstacles for contemporary theological re-
fl ection. Th e very fact that Jesus addressed the political realm indirectly  
—  most oft en through the use of parables containing multiple layers of 
meaning requiring complex analysis and interpretation  —  means that dis-
cerning Jesus’ ethical command in new situations entails a certain level 
of risk and open-endedness.99 Th is investigation looks at the problematic 
of racism in theological construction, and enters the public discourse on 
race, from a Reformed and liberationist perspective. Nevertheless, the his-
torical Jesus known primarily through the canonical Gospels stands as a 
principal source for articulating a transcultural theology of human lib-
eration. Given this commitment to historical-critical methods, no subject 
creates greater hermeneutical frustration for contemporary emancipatory 
theologies than the Gospels’ tacit acceptance of slavery. Risking glibness, 
one cannot help but ask, “What would Jesus do?”

A cursory reading of both the Old and New Testaments reveals no 
explicit condemnation of slavery. Following the liberation of Israel from 
slavery in Egypt, the Mosaic Law nonchalantly includes the command-
ment not to covet your neighbor’s slaves (Exod. 20:17), an exhortation re-
peated almost word for word in Deuteronomy: “Neither shall you desire 
your neighbor’s house, or fi eld, or male or female slave, or ox, or don-
key, or anything else that belongs to your neighbor” (5:21, NRSV). Slavery 
was foundational to the social organization of the ancient Mediterranean 
world, part and parcel of the Hebrew and Greco-Roman cultural matrix 
in which Jesus lived and the earliest Christian communities arose. While 
the Mosaic Law demonstrated a degree of compassion toward slaves, 
commanding that they, like the ox and ass, not profane the Sabbath by 
working on that day (Exod. 20:10; Deut. 5:15), ancient Israel was so com-
pletely a slaveholding society that its foundational sacred text, the Ten 
Commandments, unquestioningly lists human beings as one item among 
many in a long list of personal property.

Th e historical data do not provide a complete picture of the lives of 
slaves in the ancient world, but it is known that the majority of rural 
slaves were men while the majority of domestic slaves were women and 
children.100 Economically, slaves were indispensable for running the farms 
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that supplied the Roman legions. Furthermore, most slaves were aliens 
enslaved through military conquest and therefore vulnerable to exploita-
tion in ways free citizens were not. For example, slaves were oft en rented 
out as prostitutes or simply taken by their owners for sexual gratifi cation; 
at the same time, the law did not recognize marriages among slaves, so 
it was common for slave families to be broken up when slaves were sold. 
Under Roman law the sale of slaves was no diff erent than the sale of ani-
mals, and Roman slave traders covered the ends of the known world from 
Gaul to the Caucasus, Germany to Africa, in order to meet the expand-
ing needs of the empire. Robbing slaves of their cultural identity by re-
naming them and then transporting them far from their country of origin 
to where they had no familial ties and could not speak the language was 
also standard practice among Roman slave traders. Th us, even though in 
ancient Rome slavery had not become fully racialized (e.g., by equating 
blackness with slavery), and in spite of a law promising all slaves manu-
mission at age thirty (there is little evidence this law was ever enforced), 
the cruel excesses of slavery in the ancient world rival the worst prac-
tices of slavery in the antebellum American South. Th is fact proved par-
ticularly problematic for nineteenth-century Christian abolitionists who, 
embarrassed by the acceptance of slavery in the Bible, sought to diff er-
entiate slavery in the ancient world from slavery in the American South. 
Th e Bible condoned slavery and the treatment of slaves as property to be 
bought and sold like cattle; no amount of hermeneutical gymnastics can 
conceal the historical evidence. In ancient Rome slaves were referred to as 
instrumentum vocale, “a talking tool,” while the Torah declares it lawful to 
own aliens residing in Israel as well those enslaved through military con-
quest: “Th ese you may treat as slaves, but as for your fellow Israelites, no 
one shall rule over the other with harshness” (Lev. 25:46, NRSV). By im-
plication, even when the Torah provides some legal protections for slaves 
and resident aliens, they remain subject to “harsh” treatment no Israelite 
would ever tolerate. Nearer the time of Jesus, the book of Sirach includes 
practical advice for the treatment of slaves, suggesting a complete lack of 
theological resistance to the practice of slavery:

Fodder and a stick and burdens for a donkey; bread and discipline and 
work for a slave. Set your slave to work, and you will fi nd rest; leave his 
hands idle, and he will seek liberty. Yoke and thong will bow the neck, 
and for a wicked slave there are racks and tortures. Put him to work, in 
order that he may not be idle, for idleness teaches much evil. Set him to 
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work, as is fi tting for him, and if he does not obey, make his fetters heavy. 
(Sir. 33:25 –  30a, NRSV)

Consequently, it is not surprising that Jesus constantly employed the term 
slave (doulos/doule) in his teaching  —  “No slave can serve two masters” 
(Luke 16:13, NRSV)  —  and oft en illustrated his stories by making reference 
to the institution of slavery (Luke 12:42 –  46; 14:16 –  24; 15:22), thereby re-
vealing a more than passing familiarity with the everyday lives of slaves.

At the same time, none of the Gospel narratives ever depict Jesus in 
conversation with slaves, even though he is shown transgressing other so-
cial boundaries by speaking to the Samaritan woman (John 4:7 –  30), the 
Roman centurion (Matt. 8:5 –  13; Luke 7:2 –  10), tax collectors (Matt. 9:9 –  13; 
Mark 2:13 –  17; Luke 19:1 –  10), lepers (Matt. 8:1 –  4; Mark 1:40 –  45; Luke 5:12 –  
15), and the woman caught in adultery (John 8:2 –  11). Considering that in 
his teaching Jesus oft en made use of marginalized and excluded minori-
ties to challenge and transform existing prejudices  —  the paradigm for this 
use of parables as subversive speech is the parable of the Good Samaritan 
in which Jesus contrasts the hypocritical actions of a priest and a Levite to 
the selfl ess act of a Samaritan, a member of a hated ethnic and religious 
minority (Luke 10:25 –  37)  —  why did Jesus never question the morality of 
slavery? In the Gospel of Luke Jesus defi nes his mission in light of Isaiah’s 
prophecy, “to proclaim release to the captives” and “to let the oppressed 
go free” (Luke 4:18, NRSV). Who is more oppressed than enslaved human 
beings? Not only does Jesus remain silent about an institution that at its 
core defaces the image of God in all humanity (Gen. 1:27), he then utilizes 
slavery as the model for proper obedience to the Word of God:

“Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from 
plowing or tending sheep in the fi eld, ‘Come here at once and take your 
place at the table’? Would you not rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for 
me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may 
eat and drink’? Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 
So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered to do, say, ‘We 
are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to have done!’ ” 
(Luke 17:7 –  10, NRSV)

Th e argument could be made that Jesus spoke metaphorically about fallen 
humanity in general as “captive” to sin in much the same way that Mat-
thew’s version of the beatitudes takes Luke’s “Blessed are you who are 
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poor” (Luke 6:20, NRSV) and reinterprets it spiritually: “Blessed are the 
poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:3, NRSV). Or, “Blessed are you who are hungry 
now” (Luke 6:21) becomes “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness” (Matt. 5:6). However, looking at Luke’s Gospel in its en-
tirety reveals a consistent and coherent message in which Jesus under-
stands his mission as bringing liberation to the captives, the poor, and 
the oppressed through a cataclysmic act of God that, in eff ect, brings to 
an end the existing unjust social order: “He has brought down the power-
ful from their thrones, and lift ed up the lowly; he has fi lled the hungry 
with good things, and sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:52 –  53, NRSV). 
Th e Gospel narratives are consistent: Jesus does not explicitly condemn 
slavery. Still, the fact that Jesus never speaks directly with slaves  —  even 
while making numerous references to slaves and slavery in his preaching  
—  seems counterintuitive, especially when one considers that many of the 
earliest Christians were themselves slaves.101

Given the tenuous status of the early church within the Roman Em-
pire, it could be argued that the Gospel writers excised such encounters 
from their narratives in order to allay accusations of political subversion. 
Aft er all, the persecution of Christians was oft en justifi ed with the argu-
ment that the Christian movement undermined political stability. Celsus, 
a second-century Hellenistic philosopher and critic of early Christianity, 
defended the absolute right of kings to rule while accusing Christians of 
overthrowing this doctrine: “If everyone were to do the same as you . . . 
earthly things would come into the power of the most lawless and savage 
barbarians, and nothing more would be heard among men either of your 
worship or of true wisdom.”102 Roman culture was generally tolerant of 
religious pluralism and only sought to regulate those cults that seemed 
to threaten the Roman state and the public order. Th e fact that Christians 
worshiped in private and were exclusive monotheists who refused to par-
ticipate in the pagan religious observances of the state contributed to the 
suspicion that the Christian movement was an illegal and potentially dan-
gerous (i.e., seditious) mystery religion. However, such polemical attacks 
merely refl ect a general mistrust of Christianity by the general populace 
rather than political reality, since apostolic teaching on the relationship of 
the church to temporal powers encouraged obedience to the state as God’s 
appointed means of maintaining civil order (Rom. 13:1 –  7), even in the 
face of persecution (1 Pet. 2:13 –  14; 4:12). Based on the evidence contained 
in the Gospels alone, perhaps it becomes necessary for contemporary 
liberation theologies to postulate that the evangelists (or later redactors) 
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removed any and all language condemning the practice of slavery for fear 
of further persecution, which then necessitates hypothesizing a silenced 
tradition within early Christianity that opposed the practice of slavery. 
Th ankfully, the Christian faith does not depend on the ossifi ed nature of 
historical evidence to argue against the immorality of slavery. Whether or 
not the historical Jesus  —  the man, Jesus of Nazareth, born “in the time 
of King Herod” (Matt. 2:1, NRSV), whose public ministry began in “the 
fi ft eenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius” (Luke 3:1, NRSV), and 
who was executed under Pontius Pilate, governor of Judea (Matt. 27:15 –  
26; Mark 15:6 –  15; Luke 23:13 –  25)  —  ever spoke a single word against the 
institution of slavery during his lifetime does not preclude Christian faith 
from asserting that Jesus, the Christ of God, opposes all forms of oppres-
sion, slavery included.

Th e Christian faith proclaims the risen Christ, not the reconstructed 
Jesus of historical criticism. Without minimizing the importance of his-
torical criticism for Christian theology, it is important to remember this 
foundational belief and understand the full consequences entailed in be-
lieving that Christ guides the formation of Christian doctrine. Before his 
death Jesus prepared the disciples for the persecution to come by promis-
ing them divine guidance in the midst of their struggles: “But the Advo-
cate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach 
you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you” (John 14:25, 
NRSV). Consequently, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide 
you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak 
whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come” 
(John 16:13, NRSV). Th us, even when the Gospel narratives are silent on 
slavery, other books in the New Testament canon  —  not to mention nu-
merous theological texts from the early church  —  address slavery directly 
and can guide our theological and ethical refl ections on human libera-
tion. Jesus, in spite of the (underdeveloped) message of liberation found 
in Luke’s Gospel, never acted to abolish slavery. But neither did he legiti-
mate it. In spite of violent slave uprisings, like the one led by Spartacus 
(c. 70 BCE) resulting in the eventual crucifi xion of 6,600 of his follow-
ers along the Appian Way,103 no one in the fi rst century wrote abolitionist 
tracts or even questioned the legitimacy of slavery. Th e fact that slavery 
is a constant motif in Jesus’ preaching (Matt. 13:24 –  30; 18:23 –  35; 22:1 –  14; 
24:45 –  51; 25:14 –  30; Mark 12:1 –  12; Luke 14:15 –  24; 15:11 –  32; 20:9 –  19) is it-
self unique. Placed within the context of the Gospels’ overall message, in 
which the Messiah is depicted as both slave (doulos) and Lord (kyrios), 
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and in which this lordship is attained by becoming a slave (Phil. 2:5 –  11), a 
subversive view of slavery begins to coalesce.

When Jesus employs slavery as a metaphor for understanding our rela-
tionship to God, he is giving primacy to one relationship above all others: 
God makes an absolute and exclusive demand upon the life of each be-
liever. As Jesus has taught, “No slave can serve two masters” (Luke 16:13, 
NRSV). Rather than legitimating the practice of slavery, the analogous 
use of slavery for understanding our relationship to God  —  when properly 
understood  —  radically transforms all other relationships. Th e slave image 
appears fi ft y times in the New Testament (in eighteen diff erent books), so, 
in spite of the discomfort it causes modern sensitivities, we must accept 
the early church’s communal self-understanding as a “band of slaves.”104 
Th e apostle Paul builds on Jesus’ image by reminding believers that “you 
are not your own” for “you were bought with a price” (1 Cor. 6:20, NRSV). 
Th us, all who follow Christ become slaves of Christ:

Were you a slave when called? Do not be concerned about it. Even if you 
can gain your freedom, make use of your present condition now more 
than ever. For whoever was called in the Lord as a slave is a freed person 
belonging to the Lord, just as whoever was free when called is a slave 
of Christ. You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of hu-
man masters. In whatever condition you were called, brothers and sisters, 
there remain with God. (1 Cor. 7:24, NRSV)

Paul, like Jesus, does not explicitly condemn slavery or call for the ab-
olition of slavery, yet his use of slavery as a metaphor for humankind’s 
relationship to God builds upon Jesus’ own in order to eliminate diff er-
ences between free and slave within Christian communities. Given that 
Paul’s understanding of divinity is grounded in the act of God becoming 
a slave for our sake (Phil. 2:6 –  7), he naturally envisions the Christian life 
in terms of becoming “a slave to all” (1 Cor. 9:19, NRSV). In Christ Jesus  
—  that is, between fellow Christians  —  there is neither slave nor free (Gal. 
3:27 –  28; 1 Col. 3:11). So, while slaves are told to “obey your earthly masters 
with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as you obey Christ” (Eph. 
6:5, NRSV), masters are also cautioned to “do the same to them [slaves]. 
Stop threatening them, for you know that both of you have the same 
Master in heaven, and with him there is no partiality” (Eph. 6:9, NRSV). 
Paul’s teaching on slavery, however, is not limited to the metaphoric. In 
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the letter to Philemon, a friend and fellow convert, Paul returns Phile-
mon’s runaway slave, Onesimus (who has also converted to Christianity), 
with the following instruction:

For this reason, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to 
do your duty, yet I would rather appeal to you on the basis of love  —  and 
I, Paul, do this as an old man, and now also as a prisoner of Christ Jesus. 
I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have be-
come during my imprisonment. Formerly he was useless to you, but now 
he is indeed useful both to you and to me. I am sending him, that is, my 
own heart, back to you. I wanted to keep him with me, so that he might 
be of service to me in your place during my imprisonment for the gospel; 
but I preferred to do nothing without your consent, in order that your 
good deed might be voluntary and not something forced. Perhaps this is 
the reason he was separated from you for a while, so that you might have 
been back forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved 
brother  —  especially to me but how much more to you, both in the fl esh 
and in the Lord. (Philem. 8 –  16, NRSV)

In this passage Paul explicitly distinguishes metaphoric from literal, ex-
horting Philemon to receive Onesimus as a beloved brother both in the 
“fl esh” and “in the Lord,” then drives the point home by writing, “Con-
fi dent of your obedience, I am writing to you, knowing that you will do 
even more than I say” (Philem. 21, NRSV). Th at this letter survived, was 
duplicated, and widely dispersed  —  despite the pervasiveness of slavery in 
fi rst-century Mediterranean culture  —  refl ects its importance for the earli-
est Christian communities. Th at the virtues extolled in the letter clashed 
with the dominant cultural ethos is evidenced by the attitudes toward 
Christians in classical antiquity. Th e words of Celsus bring to light the 
scandal created by treating slaves as brothers and equals in Christ (with-
out necessarily opposing the institution of slavery):

Th e Christians make this off er, “Let no well-educated, wise, or great per-
son come to us  —  such we consider bad. But if anyone is uneducated, 
foolish, and ignorant, let him take courage and come!” By maintaining 
that such people are of themselves worthy of their God, they prove that 
they desire and are able to win only the simple, the lowly, the foolish, the 
slaves, old women, and little children.105
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Th us we fi nd in early Christianity a worldview that stands over against 
the dominant culture, especially as regards notions of wealth, power, and 
happiness: “Th at we for the most part must be considered poor is no dis-
grace to us but an honor. A life of luxury weakens the spirit. Frugality 
makes it strong.”106 Th e anonymous Letter to Diognetus, dated as early as 
the second and as late as the early fourth century CE, illustrates well the 
countercultural aspects of the early Christian movement:

Happiness does not consist in ruling over one’s neighbors or in longing to 
have more than one’s weaker fellowmen. Nor does it consist in being rich 
and in oppressing those lowlier than oneself. No one can imitate God 
by doing such things. Th ey are alien to his sublimity. On the contrary, 
anyone who takes his neighbor’s burden upon himself, who tries to help 
the weaker one in points where he has an advantage, who gives what he 
has received from God to those who need it, takes God’s place, as it were, 
in the eyes of those who receive. He is an imitator of God. In this way, 
though living on earth, you will know with awe that there is a God who 
reigns in heaven, and you will begin to proclaim the mysteries of God. 
Th en you will learn to love and admire those who are punished by death 
because they refuse to deny God. In this way you will despise the decep-
tion and error of the world.107

Th is emphasis on the Christian life of service/slavery to others was at 
times taken to literal extremes: “We know of many among our number 
who have given themselves up freewillingly to imprisonment so that they 
might bring freedom to others. Many have sold themselves into slavery to 
feed others with the money they received.”108 So in spite of representing 
a marginalized view within the dominant culture, this distinctly Christian 
practice of elevating slaves to equal status  —  even if only within the wor-
ship life of the church  —  survived into the fourth century as evidenced by 
the teaching of the Cappadocian Fathers, who emphasized the dignity of 
all human beings as the image of God. In fact, Gregory of Nyssa decried 
slavery as an aff ront to the imago Dei, voicing the strongest condemna-
tion of slavery among the ancient church fathers by arguing that if we re-
spected the image of God in one another, “poverty would no longer affl  ict 
humankind, slavery no longer debase it, shame would no longer distress 
it, for all things would be common to all.”109

Th e Cappadocian Fathers  —  like Calvin in the sixteenth century  —  used 
the power of the pulpit to transform civil society, oft en directly chastising 
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corrupt and tyrannical government offi  cials, in order to direct the “power 
of the state to try to correct injustices and to improve the lot of the 
needy.”110 As these few examples demonstrate, traditions of theological 
resistance to political injustice have persisted throughout the history of 
Christian thought and are part and parcel of the biblical grand narrative 
of salvation history. Th eology in the twentieth century struggled with 
the critical issues of social justice and human liberation by reclaiming 
aspects of the broad Christian tradition  —  like the Cappadocians or Cal-
vin’s reforms  —  consonant with the gestational liberation motif underlying 
Luke’s Gospel. Arguably, emancipatory theologies continue to dominate 
theological discourse in the twenty-fi rst century as the church looks for-
ward with hope and backward with a critical eye in order to recover those 
strains within the tradition that emphasize life and liberation in the face 
of death and oppression. Latino/a theology enters the contemporary con-
versation as a movement that lives at both the center and the margins of 
theological discourse, whose people embody a mestizaje of the oppressed 
and their oppressors, and whose faith exhibits a genuine openness to the 
other’s experience of divine mystery. Rather than representing something 
completely new on the theological landscape, U.S. Latino/a theology un-
derstands itself as a continuation of the liberating mission of Christ, made 
possible by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and perpetuated through-
out the ages by various Christian communities. Yet, as a movement aris-
ing within the lived experience of a racially marginalized group, Hispanic 
theology takes the problem of racism very seriously and therefore criti-
cally revisits all aspects of Christian theology in order to better incarnate 
the oneness of the church in the midst of a world divided by race. 
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Guadalupe
Imago Dei Reconsidered

César Chávez is arguably the most famous Latino public fi g-
ure in U.S. history. Oft en compared to Martin Luther King Jr., Chávez is 
remembered by academics and activists as primarily a political organizer 
and charismatic leader, while the role of his Catholic faith in the strug-
gle for justice has been largely ignored. Recent scholarship is working to 
counter this misconception by arguing that both the liberal intelligentsia 
and Chicano activists uncomfortable with the role of faith in public mat-
ters perpetuated the myth of a “secularized” Chávez.1 Th is popular per-
ception of Chávez as a secular activist survives despite the fact that pro-
testing United Farm Workers oft en carried banners of Nuestra Señora de 
Guadalupe and despite his own words, which oft en described his cause in 
terms of imitatio Christi (imitation of Christ): “I am convinced that the 
truest act of courage, the strongest act of manliness is to sacrifi ce our-
selves for others in a totally non-violent struggle for justice. To be a man 
is to suff er for others. God help us to be men!”2 In fact, Chávez invoked 
the Old Testament prophet Micah in his fi rst major speech aft er his 1988 
hunger strike: “What does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, to 
love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”3

Some Latino/a theologians maintain that at this point in history, U.S. 
Latino/a theology needs to move beyond the narrow walls of confessional 
theology in order to strive for a “wider sense of human solidarity across 
racial, cultural, and ideological lines.”4 At the same time, the prophetic 
witness of César Chávez and the ubiquitous presence of Guadalupe neces-
sitate an analysis of Latino/a political activism that understands the role 
of religion  —  especially Roman Catholic popular religion  —  in the struggle 
for liberation. In this search for political solidarity Latino/a theologians 
have downplayed signifi cant doctrinal diff erences between Protestants 
and Catholics for the sake of creating a unifi ed movement. While U.S. 
Hispanic/Latino/a theology defi nes itself as an intentionally ecumenical 
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movement, it is important to engage the beliefs and practices of particular 
communities of faith. Accordingly, when confronted by certain essentialist 
claims about ethnicity and theological identity from U.S. Latino/a theo-
logians, it is important to question such claims or risk undermining the 
intellectual credibility of the movement. For example, Virgilio Elizondo 
projects a particularly Mexican American and Roman Catholic popular 
religiosity as normative for all Latino/a Christians when he writes, “I do 
not want to say that every Hispanic has to remain a member of the Roman 
Catholic Church in order to be a Hispanic, but I am saying that when a 
Hispanic ceases to be catholic (to participate in the religious-cultural ex-
pressions of our people), he or she ceases to be a Hispanic.”5 He thereby 
overlooks the many Hispanic Protestants who consider some aspects of 
popular Catholicism  —  especially the apparition of (and subsequent devo-
tion to) Our Lady of Guadalupe  —  as superstitious and therefore antitheti-
cal to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

In the spirit of the thirty-year history of cooperation across confes-
sional boundaries, I am arguing that for U.S. Hispanic/Latino theology to 
mature as an emergent movement in North American theology, it must 
engage in critical self-analysis. Th is investigation develops a constructive 
approach for crossing the borders between Protestant and Catholic La-
tino/as by exploring the doctrinal signifi cance of Guadalupan devotion. 
Specifi cally, I evaluate and critique Virgilio Elizondo’s contribution to the 
Christian doctrine of Creation in Guadalupe: Mother of the New Creation 
(1997), in such a way that Reformed/Calvinist Protestants might come to 
appreciate the strong Christological focus and profound doctrinal insights 
of Elizondo’s interpretation of the Guadalupe narrative.

In this second part of the book I posit mestizaje as a liberative meta-
phor that opposes racism and transcends ethnocentrism without neglect-
ing ethnic and cultural diff erences through an exploration of the eman-
cipatory dimension of traditional doctrines. Utilizing Guadalupe as a 
case study for the encounter between Christ and culture, this chapter (1) 
defends Elizondo’s interpretation of the Guadalupe myth as a legitimate 
manifestation of Guadalupan devotion in light of Staff ord Poole’s his-
torical critique; (2) traces the Reformed Protestant discomfort with and 
objections to Guadalupan devotion to iconoclastic tendencies among six-
teenth-century Protestant Reformers and the strict Christocentric under-
standing of divine revelation in the theology of John Calvin; (3) recovers 
resources within the Reformed theological heritage that allow Protestants 
to approach Guadalupe as a vehicle of divine self-communication (i.e., a 
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new cultural manifestation of the Gospel); (4) argues that the Guadalupan 
tradition is compatible with a Reformed Protestant Christocentric theol-
ogy; and (5) suggests constructive directions for reconstructing the doc-
trine of Creation through the liberating lens of mestizaje. Recognizing the 
power of images to communicate sacred truth as well as foster ideologi-
cal transformation, I employ Guadalupe in order to identify potentially 
harmful tendencies in Reformed doctrine while preserving the unique-
ness and primacy of the Christ event for the Christian faith.

Why Guadalupe?

Further discussion is warranted among U.S. Latino/a theologians concern-
ing the role of popular Catholicism, and in particular Guadalupan devo-
tion, in the formation and preservation of U.S. Latino/a culture. Given the 
diversity of national origins among U.S. Latino/a theologians, the strong 
focus in the theological literature on Guadalupe is surprising, especially 
since the image of the blessed Virgin has manifested itself in similar ways 
in other Latino/a cultural contexts, such as Our Lady of Charity in Cuba 
and the Virgin of Monserrat in Puerto Rico.6 Virgilio Elizondo, consid-
ered by many the progenitor of U.S. Hispanic/Latino/a theology, oft en 
treats Guadalupe as the generative event for mestizo identity and links 
the 1531 apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe to the birth of Hispanic 
Christianity as “the beginning of a new creation, the mother of a new hu-
manity, and the manifestation of the femininity of God  —  a fi gure off ering 
unlimited possibilities for creative and liberating refl ection.”7 For, unlike 
other Latin American Marian cults, Guadalupe is a wholly indigenous 
tradition in which the Virgin appeared in the traditional clothing of the 
region and her image resembled an Indian or mestiza. To understand Eli-
zondo’s claims about Guadalupe’s centrality for Hispanic Christianity  —  an 
event he describes as “the indigenous account of the real new beginnings 
of the Americas”8  —  it is important to fi rst understand Elizondo’s meth-
odological commitment to the study of popular religion as a privileged 
means of evangelization.

Guadalupe’s Role in Latino/a Cultural Identity

Elizondo’s interest in popular religion arose in the context of his pas-
toral work as a priest and educator in San Antonio, where he learned to 
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value and respect popular forms of Catholicism. From his earliest works 
to the present, Elizondo, while recognizing its limitations, has viewed 
popular religion as a privileged source for theology; he does not seek to 
supplant “offi  cial” doctrine but is a tireless defender of the people’s faith 
as authentically Catholic. Elizondo argues for the methodological incor-
poration of popular religion into the church’s theological refl ection be-
cause it is both a legitimate way of being Catholic (arguably the way in 
which the majority of the world’s Catholics express their faith) and a way 
in which the “offi  cial” tradition may be positively transformed.9 In other 
words, popular practices that do not originate in offi  cial church teaching 
and which thrive without the presence of clergy  —  oft en arising out of a 
communal desire to “supplement” or even “correct” offi  cial teaching  —  are 
in fact vessels through which God speaks to the church and the world. 
Th us, popular religion interprets and transforms received doctrine while 
also giving voice to religious experiences not yet articulated in doctrine.10

Elizondo not only views popular religion as the primary means of 
Christian evangelization but also understands popular Catholicism as 
a key element for preserving a distinctly Latino/a cultural identity  —  
whether one is Catholic, mainline Protestant, Pentecostal, agnostic, or 
atheist  —  because of Catholicism’s infl uence in the historical and cultural 
development of Latin America and Latino/a communities in the United 
States. It is with this understanding of the “Catholic” cultural context of 
Latino/a experience that I now consider Elizondo’s theological refl ections 
on Our Lady of Guadalupe. Interpreting the Guadalupe event “through 
the Mariological practices and theologies of the West will lead to misun-
derstanding and error. Such a process would impose a meaning that would 
not correspond to the true meaning it has for the people.”11 Accordingly, 
Elizondo demonstrates great pastoral sensitivity to both the community’s 
lived faith and the broader Christian tradition by articulating a prophetic 
theology grounded in the popular beliefs and practices of Guadalupanos 
and Guadalupanas. Th us, Guadalupe: Mother of the New Creation is not 
just Elizondo’s account of the theophany of the Virgin of Guadalupe at 
Tepeyac but also an exploration of its theological signifi cance for contem-
porary ecumenical Christianity.

Th e importance of the Guadalupe event for all Latino/as is linked to 
the violent conquest of the Americas that resulted in the racial, ethnic, 
and cultural mestizaje of its people. Her symbolic power is attributed to 
(1) the appearance of the Virgin to a lowly Indian (or mestizo) laborer 
rather than a Spaniard ruler or church offi  cial, (2) the Virgin’s physical 
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appearance resembling an Indian or a mestiza,12 and (3) the location of 
her apparition on Mount Tepeyac, the ancient site of Tonantzin worship, 
the mother goddess of the Aztecs. Ultimately, the Guadalupe event marks 
the cultural, biological, and religious union of the conqueror and the con-
quered, a mestizaje that symbolizes the birth of a new humanity. Th erein 
lies the importance of the Guadalupe event as culturally and theologi-
cally signifi cant for the people of Mexico, Mexican Americans, and other 
Latino/a Christians throughout the Americas.

Historical Critiques of Popular Guadalupan Devotion

In his classic text, Th e Spiritual Conquest of Mexico (1966), Robert Ri-
card argues that the cult of Guadalupe is an invention “born, and it ma-
tured and triumphed, under the active infl uence of the episcopate . . . in 
the midst of Dominican and Augustinian indiff erence, and despite the 
hostile anxiety of the Franciscans.”13 Elizondo acknowledges these suspi-
cions and dismisses them by pointing out that (according to the earliest 
documentation) church offi  cials tried to suppress Guadalupan devotion 
among the Indians as a threat to their own missionary and evangelical 
eff orts.14 Whether or not the roots of the Guadalupe myth lie in popular 
devotion or ecclesial manipulation, evidence of strong Franciscan opposi-
tion to the Guadalupan devotion among the indigenous population exists 
in the form of a 1556 sermon by a Franciscan friar denouncing the cult of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe as a “disguised idolatry.”15 If understanding and 
interpreting the social signifi cance of Guadalupe for the formation of a 
distinctively Latino/a (specifi cally Mexican and Mexican-American) cul-
ture allows Elizondo to defend the role of popular religion as a locus for 
theological refl ection, his unpacking of the Guadalupe narrative also al-
lows him to interpret it as a symbol of liberation: “I do not know of any 
other event since Pentecost that has had such a revolutionary, profound, 
lasting, far reaching, healing, and liberating impact on Christianity.”16 
While Virgilio Elizondo overstates the signifi cance of this event within 
the history of ecumenical Christianity, such hyperbolic statements reveal 
his deep commitment to the Guadalupe narrative as the guiding myth for 
Latino/a self-understanding.

Still, in spite of the privileged role Elizondo grants Guadalupe as the 
hermeneutical key for understanding Latino/a theology and culture, any 
scholarly engagement of the Guadalupe event must address certain his-
torical-critical questions. First and foremost, the historical verity of this 
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event is still debated, with some critics dismissing the story as a fabri-
cation of the criollo ruling class to foment nationalism in their struggle 
for independence from Spain.17 Staff ord Poole, who provides the most 
thorough critical historical analysis of the Guadalupe myth in the Eng-
lish language, concludes, in eff ect, that no historical foundation exists for 
authenticating the Guadalupan apparitions: “Th e fundamental question 
here is whether a sign or a symbol can exist apart from an underlying 
reality.”18 He contends that, as a Mexican national and religious sym-
bol, Guadalupe was not “born” at Tepeyac in 1531 but was the result of 
a growing criollo independence movement that linked the indigenous 
apparition story to the birth of Christianity in the New World in order 
to eliminate the criollos’ dependence on Catholic Spain. In other words, 
contra Elizondo, Poole contends that the cult of Guadalupe has its ori-
gin in Spanish/criollo interests, not within Indian or mestizo religiosity, 
and notes that “there is no evidence of mass conversion of the Indians 
aft er 1531” and “almost nothing is known about the devotion among the 
Indians in the seventeenth century.”19 Of course, when applying Poole’s 
standards of historiography to the origins of Christianity, the same lack 
of evidence surrounds the Resurrection story, which for many is the cen-
tral doctrine of the Christian faith and is accepted as a historical event in 
spite of a lack of evidence. So, rather than undertake a critical history of 
the Guadalupan devotion, or trace the origin and redaction of the Guada-
lupe narrative, I grant Staff ord Poole’s evaluation of Elizondo’s interpreta-
tion of Guadalupe as historically inaccurate (according to certain canons 
of scholarship) yet important for understanding popular practices among 
Mexican Americans, since Elizondo “exemplifi es a contemporary Catholic 
attitude toward Guadalupe.”20

Flor y canto : Th e Postmodern Rediscovery of Mystery

Recognizing the complex history of the various interpretive controver-
sies underlying the transmission of oral and written Guadalupe traditions, 
I choose to focus on Elizondo’s interpretation of contemporary Guadalu-
pan devotion because its contributions to Christian theology transcend its 
local context. Unlike Poole, who characterizes Elizondo as manipulating 
the Guadalupe myth for “the needs of contemporary agendas,”21 I contend 
that such instances of Guadalupan devotion need not document their his-
torical relationship to the fi rst three centuries of Guadalupan devotion in 
order to be studied as legitimate manifestations of the Guadalupe myth. 
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Th e well-documented history of this sort of manipulation demonstrates 
the cultural importance of the Guadalupe myth. However, it is Poole’s 
other critique  —  that Guadalupe has not been widely embraced as a sym-
bol of liberation by liberation theologians  —  that most challenges Elizon-
do’s reading of the Guadalupe tradition.22

As recently as 1987, Andrés Guerrerro recognized that historically, “with 
a few exceptions, the symbol of Guadalupe has not been proclaimed as a 
liberating symbol.”23 Whether or not Guadalupe has been or can become 
a symbol for liberation depends on the person defi ning Guadalupe. In the 
past, the institutional church has used Guadalupe “to placate the Indians 
and the Chicanos,” but Guerrerro challenges these received traditions by 
asking, “How do we redefi ne Guadalupe as a symbol of liberation as op-
posed to a symbol of placation and passivity?”24 Guerrerro exposes the 
manipulation of the Guadalupe myth by the church hierarchy as a means 
of social control in order to contrast it with popular devotion, especially 
among indigenous peoples and mestizos, for whom Guadalupe is oft en a 
source of dignity and group pride in the face of conquering powers. Con-
tra Poole’s generalization, not only Virgilio Elizondo in the North Ameri-
can context but also Latin American liberation theologian Leonardo Boff  
(writing on the eve of the quincentennial of the Spanish-Catholic con-
quest and evangelization of the Americas) has proff ered the Guadalupe 
event as a model of evangelization, liberation, and cross-cultural interac-
tion for the Latin American church.25 Still, Poole dismisses precisely this 
kind of creative retrieval and reconstruction of the Guadalupe tradition 
because such approaches disregard historical accuracy in order to meet 
“the needs of contemporary agendas.”26 Is it possible to retrieve a liber-
ating reading of the Guadalupe myth that remains true to the “facts” as 
Poole has presented them? Allan Figueroa Deck, in a review of Staff ord 
Poole’s work, asserts, “No ultimately satisfactory assessment of the Guada-
lupe phenomenon can be made outside the framework of the faith of the 
living community in dialogue with Scripture and the ongoing Christian 
tradition.”27 In other words, while the kind of thorough deconstructive 
analysis of tradition undertaken by Poole is important, religious world-
views cannot be reduced to a collection of historical facts. Accordingly, 
Deck commends David Tracy’s postmodern theological project for its 
ability to hold “critical reason in tension with a profound sense of wonder 
and mystery.”28

Th e disputed events at Tepeyac are central to Elizondo’s interpretation 
of the Guadalupe myth, despite the brutal historical events that gave birth 
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to mestizaje and during which the Virgin of Guadalupe appeared, because 
the birth of this new humanity is a source of hope  —  a new way for human 
beings to relate one with another that transcends relationships of domina-
tion. Th is last point is evidenced by Elizondo’s emphasis on reconciliation 
throughout his analysis of the conquest of the Americas and attempts to 
understand, without completely condemning either, the cultural and his-
torical factors that shaped both the Iberian conquerors and the various 
pre-Columbian indigenous peoples:

Th rough faith, we are totally rehabilitated in our humanity as men and 
women. Th is new person will have no need of becoming like the victim-
izing conquistador (the ongoing curse of the creole and mestizo) but will 
be him/herself in a radically new way. Th is is redemptive birth. Th is is the 
beginning of the truly “new church” of the eventual new humanity of the 
New World, which was just beginning to dawn at Tepeyac.29

Granted, Elizondo does not wish to diminish the sinfulness of the geno-
cidal atrocities committed by the Spanish conquerors (and tacitly con-
doned by the church), but his analysis also recognizes how several aspects 
of the indigenous cultures contributed to the Spanish takeover.

Th e Aztecs dominated other Nahuatl peoples by means of a strong 
military and a rigid aristocratic order; consequently, they were hated and 
feared by subjugated groups, especially for their religious obsession with 
human sacrifi ce. Elizondo does not condemn either culture, believing that 
each civilization “had its unique ways of approaching truth, expressing 
beauty, and communicating with ultimate reality.”30 Th e latter point  —  the 
genuine mestizaje of two very diff erent theological perspectives  —  Elizondo 
fi nds most fascinating and instructive for the twenty-fi rst-century church:

Guadalupe brings about what even the best and most sensitive mission-
ers would not have wanted or even suspected as salutary: the mutually 
enriching dialogue of the Christian notions of God with the Nahuatl no-
tions of God. . . . Th e two religions need not kill one another and should 
come together as in the conjugal relation to produce a new off spring  —  in 
continuity with both yet transformative of both into something new.31

While according to Staff ord Poole the Guadalupan devotion did not play 
a crucial role in the sixteenth-century evangelization of the Indians, Eli-
zondo traces the origins of Latino/a Christianity to the unsubstantiated 
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events of 1531. Why? Because he is committed to giving voice to the re-
ligion of the people and believes, in the face of scant historical evidence, 
that the events at Tepeyac gave birth to a Guadalupe tradition that has 
survived in the popular collective consciousness in spite of offi  cial church 
resistance.

Notwithstanding the lack of historical evidence, the fact remains that 
as early as 1556 Franciscan friars were preaching against some form of 
popular Guadalupan devotion. While there is no historical evidence that 
the sixteenth-century Guadalupe tradition embraced both the apparitions 
at Tepeyac and the pre-Christian worship of Tonantzin, subsequent mani-
festations of Guadalupan devotion incorporated both strands into one 
tradition with its spiritual nascence at Tepeyac (despite its suspect his-
torical origins). Th us, in spite of Poole’s concerns, Virgilio Elizondo gives 
voice to a form of popular Guadalupan devotion with legitimate links to 
the fi rst three hundred years of Guadalupe history. Th is gap in standard 
historiographical evidence does not necessarily imply the manipulation of 
facts for the sake of a contemporary agenda; it can also point to the sup-
pression of an alternative history  —  a history of resistance that Elizondo 
reclaims through his work on popular religion.

Reformed Protestant Engagement of Guadalupan Devotion

Elizondo’s championing of Our Lady of Guadalupe may appear, from a 
classical Reformed perspective,32 to undermine Christian doctrine given 
his proclaiming of her as “the beginning of a new creation, the mother of a 
new humanity, and the manifestation of the femininity of God.”33 Th e role 
we give to various cultural symbols (like Guadalupe) reveals much about 
our hermeneutical perspective. Is the Bible a record of the acts of God 
in human history that provides (somewhat) reliable knowledge about the 
character and nature of God, or is the Bible a collection of narratives from 
the collective human religious imagination that gives meaning to some 
(but not all) people’s existence? For the most part, Reformed theology has 
always presumed that theological statements are possible because God 
fi rst reveals God’s self. God not only reveals God’s self, but God is the only 
means by which humans can know God with any degree of reliability. Yet, 
while the event of revelation is at the heart of all our human talk about 
God, we have access only to interpretations of this event, not the event it-
self. As the dominant forms of Christian theology (in this particular case 
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I am speaking specifi cally about the Reformed/Protestant perspective) en-
counter and critically engage popular and indigenous forms of religion, 
like the Guadalupan devotion, we must ask: Is our doctrine of the Word 
of God broad enough to include new theophanies? New revelations? Or is 
God’s act of self-revelation circumscribed by the biblical witness?

Protestant Discomfort with Sacred Images

John W. de Gruchy, a South African liberation theologian rooted in the 
Reformed tradition, suggests Protestant discomfort with sacred images 
like Guadalupe is partially attributable to iconoclastic tendencies preva-
lent during the Reformation. Th e question of sacred images was only part 
of Protestantism’s polemic on Rome: “Th e cult of the Virgin, prayers to 
the saints and pilgrimages to their relics, passion plays, the endowments 
of masses for the dead, indeed, the mass itself, along with the veneration 
of images, were, for the Reformers, all part of the same popish parcel.”34 
Granted, John Calvin drew upon the ancient Iconoclastic Controversy in 
his own anti-idolatry polemic by linking the decline of early Christianity 
to the introduction of images.35 Still, while forbidding the use of images in 
worship, Calvin affi  rms human creativity, including sculpture and paint-
ing, as a gift  from God that can  —  in the proper context  —  give pleasure.36 
In fact, de Gruchy commends Calvin’s exegetical principle of accommo-
dation,37 by which God bridges the gulf between creator and creature, as 
a possible avenue for Reformed theology to recover the aesthetic as theo-
logical locus.38

Christianity, Art and Transformation is de Gruchy’s attempt to bring to-
gether social justice concerns with theological aesthetics by analyzing the 
role of art in social transformation. Specifi cally, de Gruchy explores the 
contributions of visual images in resisting apartheid (while acknowledg-
ing similar developments in Latin American Christianity) to argue that 
the arts may play prophetic and redemptive roles in the struggle for jus-
tice. Echoing Calvin’s conviction that humankind is fallen and inevitably 
misuses God’s gift s, de Gruchy recognizes that images both are extremely 
powerful and can be easily manipulated for oppression as well as libera-
tion and cautions not to “confuse the glory and power of God with im-
ages that invariably refl ect or reinforce our own interests, whether per-
sonal, national, ethnic or class. Iconoclasm in this regard is a necessary 
outworking of the prophetic trajectory in the biblical tradition.”39 Nev-
ertheless, de Gruchy maintains that “recovery of aesthetic experience is 
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of considerable importance for the renewal of the church and its mission 
in the world, and that its neglect has serious consequences to the con-
trary.”40 Th at theological aesthetics has become a pressing concern given 
the changing face of world Christianity is evidenced by the oft en-tragic 
history of European and American missionary encounters with “alien” 
cultures that have embraced sacred images.

While de Gruchy identifi es the use of sacred images in non-Western 
cultures as the primary source of discomfort for Reformed/Protestant the-
ology, I believe the strong Christocentric conception of divine revelation 
inherited from John Calvin presents a greater obstacle to cross-cultural 
understanding. Specifi cally, I contend that by focusing on the issue of 
images in worship and theological refl ection Protestant theologians risk 
misrepresenting both Calvin’s theology and the Guadalupe tradition. Th e 
central issue for sixteenth-century iconoclasm is the potential for idola-
try when images created by human hands  —  that is, the product of human 
imagination  —  are used in the context of worship. Considering Calvin’s 
principle of accommodation as an avenue for greater aesthetic apprecia-
tion, an honest interpretation of Calvin’s theology recognizes that  —  even 
when Calvin identifi es both the beauty of God’s creation and the product 
of human creativity as vehicles of divine revelation  —  Scripture and the In-
carnation are the only reliable instances of God’s accommodating God’s 
self to our human limitations (because of humanity’s tendency toward 
idolatry). As Ford Lewis Battles concludes, “Surely the incarnation, to 
which (for the Christian) all this evidence points and from which it takes 
its meaning, must be the accommodating act par excellence of our divine 
Father, Teacher, Physician, Judge, and King,” since, “aft er the Fall, there is 
no salvation apart from the Mediator.”41

Guadalupanos and Guadalupanas do not view the image of Nuestra 
Señora de Guadalupe as the creation of human hands but as a direct and 
unmediated revelation from God. Th is raises a fundamental concern: Does 
Christian theology allow for “new” revelations from God, or is “Christian” 
religious experience necessarily a remembering and retelling of the formative 
and unique Christ event? From a systematic perspective, it is necessary 
to determine whether theophanies like Guadalupe are “new” revelations 
or culturally specifi c variations of the same Mariological event. As a Re-
formed theologian, when I consider Virgilio Elizondo’s interpretation of 
popular Catholicism (a pastorally sensitive and accurate representation of 
his community’s devotion to Guadalupe), I have to ask whether or not the 
theological commitments arising from this devotion  —  especially the belief 
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that Guadalupe’s image originates in an act of divine revelation  —  are har-
monious with the broader Christian tradition. Granted, more research 
is needed to determine whether the typical Guadalupano/a understands 
Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe as something new  —  as a new church, a new 
revelation from God  —  or if the popular beliefs and practices of the people 
have stronger Mariological and/or Christological components than many 
Latino/a intellectuals are willing to acknowledge. Nonetheless, Elizondo’s 
own claims about the uniqueness and “newness” of the Guadalupe event 
appear to stand as a barrier to mutual understanding between Protestants 
and Catholics. How (if at all) should Protestant and Pentecostal churches 
embrace the various cultural manifestations of the Virgin?

Overcoming Iconoclastic Objections

Although Elizondo does not seek to supplant offi  cial doctrine, his lan-
guage suggests that the Guadalupe event is a new theophany  —  a new 
manifestation of the divine communicating a new revelation  —  and thus 
problematic to any understanding of Christian doctrine that grants the 
Christ event unique revelatory status. Is a Christocentric theology neces-
sarily at odds with theologies receptive to new revelations from God not 
mediated by Christ, or is it the case that the Guadalupe event  —  while a 
new cultural expression of the divine  —  is nonetheless a manifestation of 
the Christ event? As I read Elizondo, the Guadalupe event is a new cul-
tural manifestation of the Christ event, calling the church to repentance 
and conversion because the church has strayed from original Christian-
ity. Hence, it is not a new revelation but a strong Christological critique 
of the dominant (European and Anglo-American) forms of the Christian 
religion rooted in the original Gospel witness yet incarnated in new and 
diff erent ways.

Th ere is an evolution in Elizondo’s writings on Our Lady of Guada-
lupe, from Guadalupe as the foundational event of Mexican Catholicism, 
to Guadalupe the protector and liberator of the poor as evangelizer of the 
church and the Americas, and, most recently, Guadalupe as the begin-
ning of a new creation and feminine manifestation of God.42 Several key 
passages in his most recent book on the subject, Guadalupe: Mother of 
the New Creation (1997), reveal a move away from a Marian reading of 
Guadalupe to a more Christological interpretation, which bolsters my po-
sition that the Guadalupe theophany is not a new revelation from God 
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but a diff erent cultural manifestation of the central Christian revelation. 
By outlining the traits of the Guadalupe event that make it similar to, or 
continuous with, the Christ event  —  even while manifest in new cultural 
forms  —  I appeal to Elizondo’s strong Christocentric interpretation of the 
Guadalupe theophany in order to counter Protestant objections to the use 
of Guadalupe as a source for Christian theology.

A Christological Reading of Guadalupan Devotion

According to Elizondo, the Lady announces “the reign of God that was 
the core of the life and message of Jesus. Guadalupe is thus a good Na-
huatl translation of the New Testament reality of the reign of God as re-
vealed by Jesus.”43 Consequently,

Our Lady of Guadalupe is not just another Marian apparition. Guadalupe 
has to do with the very core of the gospel itself. It is nothing less than 
an original American Gospel. . . . In Our Lady of Guadalupe at Tepeyac, 
God pitched a tent and came to dwell among us. Th e Word became fl esh 
in the Americas through Our Lady of Guadalupe and dwells among us 
truly as one of us.44

Without question, Elizondo understands the events of 1531 on Mount 
Tepeyac as a genuine manifestation of the one God  —  God incarnate as 
Indian or mestiza  —  and not a competing revelation. Rather, Guadalupe 
properly understood is a call to repentance and a return to the original 
Gospel witness. Still, Elizondo is aware there is much resistance within 
the broader Christian tradition to embrace Guadalupe as a Christological 
theophany:

Because the gospel through Guadalupe was such a powerful force in the 
creation and formulation of the national consciousness and identity of 
the people as expressed, understood, and celebrated through their art, 
music, poetry, religious expression, preaching, political discourse, and 
cultural-religious celebrations, its original meaning  —  that is, the origi-
nal gospel of Jesus expressed in and through native Mexican terms  —  has 
become eclipsed. Th is has led some modern-day Christians  —  especially 
those whose Christianity is expressed through U.S. cultural terms  —  to see 
Guadalupe as pagan or as something opposed to the gospel.45
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A careful reading of the parallels between Elizondo’s interpretation of the 
Guadalupan event (as recorded in the Nican mopohua)46 and the Gospel 
narrative will underscore its Christological content and perhaps challenge 
those Protestant Christians who dismiss Guadalupe as pagan to come to 
terms with their prejudices.

Elizondo’s reading of the New Testament witness identifi es several key 
themes: (1) God’s preferential option for the poor and oppressed, (2) a 
new inclusive vision of community where all people  —  including mestizo/
as and other outcast and marginalized persons  —  are valued as imago Dei, 
and (3) the ongoing incarnation of the Christian Gospel in new cultural 
contexts. Th e early Christian movement embraced the poor and disen-
franchised because Christ himself ministered to those on the margins of 
society: “Th e Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to 
the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18 –  19, NRSV). Jesus 
preached to the poor and outcast, and in his words they discovered their 
place as children of God made in the image of God (Gen. 1:27). His par-
ables confronted the dominant culture and challenged listeners to ques-
tion and reevaluate their most basic beliefs, as in the case of the Good 
Samaritan  —  a member of a despised ethnic minority whom Jesus praises 
for his actions in contrast to the religious hypocrisy of the priest and 
Levite (Luke 10:25 –  37). In Galilean Journey, Virgilio Elizondo compares 
the Galilean context of Jesus’ earthly ministry and subsequent crucifi xion 
to the cultural situation during the Christianization and conquest of the 
Americas by identifying the mestizo peoples born from violent rape with 
the earliest converts to the way of Jesus. In fact, Jesus himself is identifi ed 
as culturally mestizo:

Th e God of Jesus cannot be known unless Jesus is known . . . yet we can-
not really know Jesus of Nazareth unless we know him in the context of 
the historical and cultural situation of his human group. Jesus was not 
just a Jew, he was a Galilean Jew and throughout his life he and his dis-
ciples were identifi ed as Galileans. In order to know Jesus, eff orts must be 
made to know the Galileans of his day. It is only in their identity that the 
identity of the Word of God, made fl esh, is to be found.47

Recalling the history of the region  —  Galilee was a land route connecting 
great empires like the Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, and Egyptians 
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whose people had been conquered numerous times  —  Elizondo concludes 
that Galilee was a land of mixed peoples and that the image of the Gali-
lean Jew in the minds of the Jerusalem Jew is comparable to the image of 
the mestizos in the minds of the Spanish conquerors. And  —  according to 
the Guadalupan devotion  —  just as God became the fl esh-and-blood Jesus 
of Nazareth in fi rst-century Galilee, God became manifest in Our Lady of 
Guadalupe, a mestiza, in sixteenth-century America.

According to Elizondo, the text of the Nican mopohua, like the Gos-
pel, fi rst takes root among the poor and marginalized: “First she allowed 
herself to be seen by a poor and dignifi ed person whose name is Juan 
Diego.”48 He also suggests that the author of the Guadalupe narrative 
situates the events during a time when the brutal reality of the Spanish 
conquest was not just a distant memory but a still bleeding wound ten 
years aft er the conquest of the city of Mexico. Elizondo comments that 
it “was very much like St. Luke wanting to situate the birth of the Savior 
of the world at the very precise moment of the census ordered by Caesar 
Augustus.”49 However, before commencing the historical narrative of Juan 
Diego’s encounter with Our Lady, the author presents a brief and highly 
symbolic Creation narrative  —  overtly linking the cosmic creation at the 
dawn of time to the liberating events at Tepeyac:

But when Juan Diego arrives at Tepeyac, there is a radical new beginning  
—  from the darkness of nothingness to the darkness of expectation. Juan 
Diego leaves his home “when it was still night” but arrives at Tepeyac 
while “it was already beginning to dawn” (v. 8). Tepeyac will be the site of 
the new creation. It is here that a new humanity will begin. Th is will not 
be a new conquest but a new creation.50

A similar strategy was employed during the earliest period of Christian 
theology when the affi  rmation that God is one  —  Creator and Redeemer  
—  became the fi rst article of “orthodox” faith. For example, the second-
century Christology of Irenaeus reconciled the radical monotheism of the 
Hebrew Scriptures with the bi-theism implied by the salvifi c work of Jesus 
Christ by articulating a doctrine of recapitulation in which the Redeemer 
is the Creator. Correcting the teachings of Arius  —  who argued that no 
creature can redeem another, and since Jesus is a creature, Jesus cannot 
redeem humanity  —  Athanasius (c. 296 –  373 CE) affi  rms that Jesus is God 
incarnate. Th erefore, since only God can save, and we know from Scrip-
ture (and from personal experience of grace) that Jesus Christ saves, we 
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must conclude that Jesus Christ is God (making the act of Redemption 
inseparable from the act of Creation).

Th e author of the Nican mopohua defends the theological “orthodoxy” 
of the narrative by identifying the theophany at Guadalupe with “the 
Ever-Virgin Holy Mary, Mother of God” (v. 1). Still, this raises questions 
about the origins of this written narrative, which according to scholarly 
consensus dates to the seventeenth century, and which, even if attribut-
able to an indigenous sixteenth-century oral tradition, has been indelibly 
shaped by Miguel Sánchez and other criollo theologians advancing their 
own nationalistic agendas. Without minimizing the importance of histor-
ical criticism, I suggest that Elizondo  —  who is well acquainted with the 
breadth of Guadalupe scholarship  —  is attempting to explicate the text for 
the purposes of the reader’s edifi cation, not historical accuracy. Further-
more, regardless of the complex history of Spanish evangelization, coerced 
acculturation of the indigenous populations, or how many redactions the 
Nican mopohua (and its underlying oral tradition) has undergone, the 
fact remains that today the Guadalupe event is embraced by millions of 
people as a genuine Christian revelation.51

Th us, when Tonantzin/Guadalupe introduces herself to the Indian 
peasant Juan Diego, saying, “I am the Ever-Virgin Holy Mary, Mother of 
the God of Great Truth, Téotl, of the One through Whom We Live, the 
Creator of Persons, the Owner of What Is Near and Together, of the Lord 
of Heaven and Earth” (v. 22), she is not the manifestation of some com-
peting divine pantheon but the action of the one God in a new cultural 
context. By introducing herself as the Mother of the true God (Téotl), 
she subsumes the God of the Nahuatls into the triune God of Western 
Christianity.

As the translation of Christ’s Gospel into a new cultural and historical 
context, Our Lady of Guadalupe represents for many millions “the temple 
in whom and through whom Christ’s saving presence is continually incar-
nated in the soil of the Americas.”52 It is through Guadalupe’s mediation 
that Latino/a people come to know God’s liberating message previously 
communicated in the Magnifi cat of Mary: “He has shown strength with 
his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lift ed up the lowly; 
he has fi lled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty” 
(Luke 1:51 –  52, NRSV). Ultimately, the Guadalupan epiphany points away 
from itself to the liberating work of Christ through whom we come to 
know the true God. Th us, in spite of the historical development of the 
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Guadalupan devotion into a national and cultural symbol, it is fi rst and 
foremost a witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ.

Elizondo points out that the Lady names herself “the Mother of God” 
but never explicitly identifi es herself as the mother of Jesus. Rather, it is 
Juan Diego who recognizes her as Mary the mother of Jesus and so names 
her in his conversation with the bishop (v. 53). Th is detail is signifi cant 
because it demonstrates affi  nity between the Gospel taught by Spanish 
missionaries and the Gospel proclaimed at Tepeyac: “Juan Diego com-
bines what he has heard from the friars about Jesus Christ with what he 
has heard and seen at Tepeyac and deduces that she is the mother of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”53 Yet, it is the Lady’s actions that fully con-
fi rm her divine mission, by restoring to health Juan Diego’s dying uncle. 
Furthermore, her gift  of healing is accompanied by the miraculous trans-
formation of Creation, confi rming that the truth of God is at hand: “All 
over the place there were all kinds of exquisite fl owers from Castile, open 
and fl owering. It was not a place for fl owers, and likewise it was the time 
when the ice hardens upon the earth” (v. 81).

In his concluding refl ections to Guadalupe: Mother of the New Cre-
ation, Elizondo identifi es fi ve theological loci he associates with the Gua-
dalupe event: (1) it is about ultimate truth, (2) it is about evangelization 
and faith, (3) it is about God, (4) it is about Christ and the New Human-
ity, and (5) it is about the triune God. He confi rms that the Guadalupe 
theophany “is not something totally new, for it is simply the ideal of the 
kingdom of God as lived and proclaimed by Jesus,” the same good news 
“that is recorded in the Gospels and lived and celebrated by Christians, 
especially in the Eucharist.”54 Nonetheless, there is something unique and 
new about Guadalupe. As the mestizaje of the Nahuatl cosmic religion 
with the Christianity of the Spaniards, Guadalupan devotion “introduces 
us to a more comprehensive and open-ended concept of God  —  a mes-
tizo God.”55 While Guadalupe points beyond itself back to the original 
Christian Gospel, it can also become an impediment to faith for Chris-
tians from other  —  sometimes vastly diff erent  —  traditions. Elizondo attri-
butes much of this resistance to certain views of human rationality that 
dominate Western theological refl ection: “Guadalupe is not an isolated 
abstract, doctrinal truth; neither is it legal or moralistic truth.”56

Guadalupe, as the mestizaje of Western and Nahuatl perspectives, 
“merges the two into a new metaphysics that recognizes the intercon-
nectedness and interdependence of all creation while equally recogniz-
ing the uniqueness and value of the individual within the cosmic.”57 At 
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its core, Guadalupan devotion is grounded in the ecstatic experience of 
the religious believer in mystic communion with God. Without dismiss-
ing the need for doctrine, catechetical instruction, and critical refl ection, 
Elizondo nonetheless challenges the church to experience the divine in 
ways that have long been ignored or marginalized within the Western tra-
dition. Th e truth revealed by Guadalupe “cannot be obtained or arrived at 
through observation, rational analysis, and argumentation alone, but can 
only be fully grasped through the beauty of sight and sound followed by 
critical questioning.”58 Accordingly, he challenges the church to embrace 
mystical experience as a legitimate source of theological refl ection, since 
“Dreams and visions are as much a part of the process of discovering and 
knowing as critical observation and analysis of reality.”59 However, not 
every believer knows and experiences God in this manner. If Elizondo’s 
theology is going to “convert” the ecumenical church to the Lady’s beauti-
ful vision of universal mestizaje, in which all the world’s people are wel-
comed and included and the dehumanizing actions of racism, sexism, and 
classism are reversed, then U.S. Latino/a theologians must articulate this 
vision not just in terms of mystical participation but also in terms of a 
theology of the Word.60

Mestizo Th eological Reconstruction: Th e Creation

Having demonstrated the strong Christological focus of Virgilio Elizon-
do’s interpretation of the Guadalupe encounter, I argue that dominant 
theological traditions can benefi t from an open and receptive encounter 
with diff erent, even apparently incompatible, perspectives. Th eological re-
fl ection about the Guadalupan understanding of Creation teaches us to (1) 
view the whole Creation as interconnected and interdependent, (2) affi  rm 
an inclusive theological anthropology that views all human beings  —  but 
especially the marginalized and oppressed  —  as imago Dei, and (3) incor-
porate historical liberation into our understanding of divine providence. 
Contextual theologies originate within a local community but are relevant 
to the whole of Christianity. While each and every Christian community 
does not share all the same beliefs and practices, a major task of theology 
has always been to preserve the diachronic and synchronic unity of the 
church in the face of such pluralism by identifying those doctrines and 
practices without which a tradition cannot name itself Christian. In this 
continuing theological conversation, the task of marginalized perspectives 
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is oft en to correct historical errors by emphasizing neglected or silenced 
aspects of doctrine  —  not to supplant one perspective with the other but 
in order to articulate a richer, more authentic comprehension of divine 
mystery. Th us, while not every Christian community need embrace the 
Guadalupan devotion, every Christian community can broaden its under-
standing of God by listening to what Guadalupe teaches us about Cre-
ation and liberation.

Th e Interconnectedness of All Creation

By identifying Guadalupe as the “Mother of the New Creation” Eli-
zondo highlights several important, oft en neglected, aspects of the doc-
trine of Creation. First, by embracing the Nahuatl metaphysical perspec-
tive that sees the Creation as an interconnected and interdependent or-
ganic system, Elizondo seeks to counterbalance the dominant Western 
theological perspective, which has tended to focus almost exclusively on 
humanity as the pinnacle of the Creation. While the worldwide ecologi-
cal crisis has caused the Western church to reconsider traditional under-
standings of the doctrine of Creation,61 European and North American 
culture since the Enlightenment has tended to view the earth and its re-
sources as objects for human manipulation and control instead of as gift s 
from God to be faithfully nurtured and protected. Guadalupe calls the 
church back to the original Gospel of Jesus Christ, in which the whole 
Creation is mysteriously involved in the work of Redemption. According 
to the biblical witness, both humanity and the nonhuman world are in-
cluded in God’s promises. In fact, the earliest covenant between God and 
humanity  —  the divine covenant with Noah  —  includes all of Creation in 
God’s promise of redemption: “As for me, I am establishing my covenant 
with you and your descendants aft er you, and with every living creature 
that is with you” (Gen. 9:9 –  10, NRSV). Nahum M. Sarna’s commentary 
on Genesis notes that numerous elements in the Noah story “are artful 
echoes of the Creation narrative. . . . Noah’s ark is the matrix of a new cre-
ation, and, like Adam in the Garden of Eden, he [Noah] lives in harmony 
with the animals.”62 In much the same way that the Genesis account at-
tributes the undoing of God’s Creation via the fl ood to human sinfulness 
and the renewal of the Creation to God’s covenant with Noah, the Gua-
dalupe event inaugurates a new Creation: “Her presence begins to reverse 
the devastation of the conquest.”63 Biblical religion has always acknowl-
edged that evil has disrupted the natural order of Creation and envisions 
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God’s redemption in terms that transcend a personal notion of salvation 
to encompass all of Creation: “Th en I saw a new heaven and a new earth; 
for the fi rst heaven and the fi rst earth has passed away, and the sea was 
no more. . . . And the one who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am 
making all things new’ ” (Rev. 21:1,5, NRSV). Hopefully, greater emphasis 
on the cosmic dimension of the doctrine of Creation will allow Christian 
theology to embrace the radical interdependence of all life by embracing 
Creation’s absolute dependence on God as Creator.

Imago Dei and Radical Inclusion

Second, by having Guadalupe appear as a mestiza, God utilized the 
Guadalupan event to reverse the dominant theological anthropology of 
the time. No longer can the racially “other” be viewed as less than human 
given the Virgin’s “introduction of the new paradigm of partnership” in 
which the Indian Mother sends the mestizo child (Juan Diego) to call the 
European Christian father (the bishop) to conversion: “Th e integrity of 
the Mother, the rebirth of the conquered Indian, and the repentance of 
the conquering bishop . . . will be the basis of mestizo spirituality: open-
ness to everyone without exception.”64 Consequently, a central aspect of 
the New Creation is a conception of the imago Dei that embraces and 
values mestizaje. Furthermore, as a feminine manifestation of the divine, 
Guadalupe challenges the church to embrace the full humanity of women: 
“It is a declaration that the women will no longer remain silent, passive, 
and subject to abuse.”65 As liberation theology broadens its scope to con-
sider all forms of social oppression, Latinas continue to expose the gen-
der bias underlying our patriarchal culture and reinterpret the Bible in 
ways that reveal the inherent dignity of women as men’s equals: “So God 
created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them” (Gen. 1:27, NRSV). As Christians with 
a fi rm belief in a benevolent and omnipotent God, Hispanic theologians 
attempt to understand the intolerable realities of poverty, racism, and sex-
ism in our society. Accordingly, any discussion of liberation must come to 
terms with the fact that the greatest challenge facing U.S. Latino/a theol-
ogy today is the sexism ingrained in our culture. Nonetheless, many in 
the church still have a diffi  cult time accepting that women are not subor-
dinate to men, but share equally in the imago Dei. In the contemporary 
social context one of the ways in which our faithfulness to the covenant 
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with God can, and must, be measured is the way in which women are 
treated in our society.66

Th us, Guadalupe reminds the church that contemporary conceptions 
of the imago Dei must contend with the realities of racism and sexism 
within the church and off er society an alternative model of community. 
Traditional refl ections on the imago Dei provide us with tools to resist re-
lationships of domination by emphasizing that (1) we are created in God’s 
image insofar as we possess rationality, (2) we are created in God’s im-
age insofar as we have the freedom and capacity to transform the world 
through our work, (3) we are created in God’s image insofar as we share in 
the capacity for self-transcendence, and (4) we are created in God’s image 
insofar as we share in the capacity to care for others. Th e biblical witness 
understands Creation as an act of divine grace and values humanity by 
virtue of the fact that we are created to live in covenant with God. As an 
act of grace, the gift  of life is unmerited, and our value as God’s creatures 
independent of our moral choices, our physical and mental abilities, or 
our social status. Th eologically speaking, the value and dignity given to us 
as a gift  in the act of Creation can never be lost or taken away. Granted, 
the imago Dei is distorted by sin, yet our faith rests on the promise that 
through Jesus Christ, God will redeem us. Th erefore, our inherent dignity 
as creatures in the image of God does not depend upon our moral worth, 
and this fact prescribes how we must treat others and how we can expect 
others to treat us.

Simply put, there are ways of relating to others that violate the cov-
enant between God and God’s creation, since the value and dignity we 
possess as God’s creatures entitle each and every human being to be rec-
ognized as the image of God and treated with the appropriate respect and 
care. Hence, a theological anthropology informed by the Guadalupe myth 
(echoing a biblical understanding of Creation) reminds the church that 
our identity as creatures made in the image of God necessarily includes 
the “other” historically marginalized because of race or gender. Elizondo 
writes:

In the events of Tepeyac, the process of unjust and dehumanizing segre-
gation by sex, race, class, and ethnicity is totally reversed not by provid-
ing a fi nished humanity but by initiating a new process by which a truly 
new humanity recognizing the legitimacy, beauty, and dignity of each and 
every human group might gradually develop and come to be. Within the 
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new process, mestizaje will be transformed from a source of shame and 
dislocation to a source of belonging and pride.67

Th eological refl ections that consider the Guadalupan event seriously must 
strive to fi nd doctrinal support for multicultural diversity and a liberating 
praxis of inclusion that breaks down historical barriers between human 
groups.

From imago Dei to imago Christi

Finally, the doctrine of Creation interpreted through a Guadalupan 
lens must incorporate human liberation into the unfolding of God’s plans. 
Christian theology has always recognized the purposive character of Cre-
ation  —  that is, there is an order and a goal to the Creation toward which 
all things point, and this purpose is revealed to us in the person and work 
of Jesus Christ: “He is the image of the invisible God, the fi rstborn of all 
creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things 
visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers  
—  all things have been created through him and for him. He himself is be-
fore all things, and in him all things hold together” (Col. 1:15 –  17, NRSV). 
And just as through Christ God fi rst ordered Creation, so through Christ 
God promises to redeem Creation. Th e messianic promise of the Gospel 
is that of a new Creation in which injustice and suff ering are replaced 
with fellowship and celebration: “See, the home of God is among mortals. 
He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will 
be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no 
more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the fi rst things 
have passed away” (Rev. 21:3 –  4, NRSV). In much the same way, Guada-
lupe restored the sick to health and transformed broken relationships into 
Christian fellowship. Comparing and contrasting the evangelization of the 
Native peoples by the Spaniards to the new evangelization embodied in 
Guadalupe, Elizondo writes, “Our Lady prefers to off er us a foretaste of 
heaven. Th is is the new method, which is actually the method of Jesus and 
which is supposed to be lived out in the Eucharist.”68 Although grounded 
in a mystical experience that is diffi  cult to express through language, this 
foretaste of heaven leads to concrete emancipatory praxis: “Her presence 
is to have immediate results, and the people are to experience her sav-
ing powers in their very fl esh.”69 Consequently, a doctrine of Creation 
that embraces the interdependence of all of God’s creatures by defi nition 
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desires the liberation of Creation from sin and death. Led by the Holy 
Spirit, we are called to be God’s partners (1 Cor. 3:9) in liberation (under-
stood holistically to include spiritual salvation and historical liberation) 
by continuing the ministry of reconciliation begun by Christ  —  a ministry 
that clearly involves the transformation of unjust social structures (Luke 
4:18 –  19).

I have argued that at its core the Guadalupe event is a Christological 
critique of dominant forms of Christianity that have strayed from the 
original liberating ministry and message of Jesus Christ  —  that, in spite of 
Protestant discomfort, Latino/a popular Catholicism stands well within 
the orthodox Christian tradition while articulating a culturally unique 
witness to the person and work of Christ. Th eological refl ection is “Chris-
tian” insofar as it acknowledges the centrality of Jesus Christ in God’s plan 
for salvation. Christ’s saving work, properly understood through the lens 
of mestizaje, embraces all of humanity and resists racist theologies and 
ideologies. In order to gain a deeper understanding of the work of Christ 
manifest in the social realities of mestizaje, the next chapter engages the 
doctrine of Christ in order to affi  rm that we cannot know who God is or 
what it means to be human apart from God’s activity in Christ. Accord-
ingly, that which is salvifi c about Jesus Christ is not his static essence (his 
Jewishness, his maleness, etc.) but his complete obedience to God’s will 
in completing the work of liberation and reconciliation, even when such 
obedience meant certain death.
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Th e Mestizo Christ

Th is investigation defends the concept of mestizaje as a liber-
ating theological metaphor through a critical retrieval of Christian doc-
trines. In the previous chapter, I analyzed Virgilio Elizondo’s interpretation 
of the Guadalupe theophany as an instance of mestizaje oft en associated 
with Mexican nationalism that nonetheless contains valuable resources 
for a theology of liberation. Drawing upon certain Creation themes em-
phasized in the Guadalupan devotion, I examined the doctrine of imago 
Dei through the lens of mestizaje in order to articulate a more inclusive 
theological anthropology that embraces the racially and ethnically “other.” 
In this chapter, I explore mestizaje as a Christological metaphor that al-
lows us to see how in Jesus of Nazareth God became incarnate as mestizo. 
Working within the framework of Chalcedonian Christology, this work 
affi  rms Jesus as both Lord (kyrios) and Savior (soter), emphasizing the 
centrality of the Incarnation through which “both humanity and divinity 
come together to create a new reality that includes both while preserving 
their diff erences.”1 At the same time, recognizing the limitations of the 
static metaphysical language of Nicaea (325 CE) and Chalcedon (451 CE), 
special eff ort is made to understand the saving work of Christ in light of 
the earthly life and ministry of Jesus. Th erefore, since Jesus himself iden-
tifi es with the racialized other  —  God becoming incarnate as a marginal-
ized Galilean  —  the church should affi  rm and actively struggle to preserve 
the full humanity of those marginalized and oppressed because of race or 
ethnicity.

Th e metaphor of mestizaje provides valuable insights for understand-
ing the person and work of Christ. If, as Virgilio Elizondo contends, Jesus 
of Nazareth was biologically and culturally a mestizo, then it is important 
to come to terms with the racially mixed status of the historical Jesus in 
order to fully understand the Incarnation. Nonetheless, in linking Jesus’ 
biological heritage to his saving work, we risk granting ethnicity soterio-
logical status, hence the importance of recalling that what is salvifi c about 
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Jesus Christ is not his static essence (his Jewishness, his maleness, etc.) but 
his praxis (in complete obedience to God’s will). Consequently, embracing 
mestizaje as a liberating theological metaphor demands our reconceptual-
izing mestizaje as fl uid and open-ended  —  a personal and communal iden-
tity constantly negotiated at the boundaries of cultural interaction. When 
this revitalized metaphor is applied to the person and work of Christ, it 
yields a Trinitarian Christology that focuses on the nature of Jesus’ rela-
tionships with his neighbors, his relationship to God, and his relationship 
to the dominant religious and civil authorities.2

Th ose U.S. Latino/a theologies employing mestizaje to transcend eth-
nic and cultural exclusion understand the main work of Christ as libera-
tion. By emphasizing the ethical dimension implicit in the act of embrac-
ing mestizo identity, then relating Jesus’ Galilean identity to the contem-
porary situation, we can move toward an understanding of Christology 
in terms of God’s activity in the world. Th e result is a uniquely Christian 
theological use of mestizaje as a concrete liberating praxis grounded in 
the doctrine of the Incarnation that provides a valuable framework for 
discussing the relationship between divine revelation and human culture. 
Accordingly, a mestizo reinterpretation of the doctrine of the Incarna-
tion affi  rms that God is incarnate here and now in our own work for 
liberation  —  that is, incarnate in human cultures  —  by empowering believ-
ers to combat injustices like racism within the church and in the broader 
society.

Th e Centrality of Christological Questions

Christology is a subdiscipline of theology that refl ects systematically on 
the person and work of Jesus Christ in light of the Word of God, Chris-
tian praxis, and Christian worship. While Christian theology cannot be 
reduced to Christology, understanding the person and work of Jesus the 
Christ provides the focal point from which to understand all other doc-
trines. In other words, what makes Christian theological refl ection “Chris-
tian” is the centrality given to the saving work of Christ in God’s plans for 
humankind. Recalling the words of Jesus to his disciples, the principal task 
of Christian theology is to answer the question, “But who do you say that 
I am?” (Matt. 16:15; Mark 8:31; Luke 9:20). At times it seems there are as 
many answers to this question as there are Christian believers. For some 
scholars the answer lies in rediscovering the “historical Jesus” by piecing 
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together fragments known about Jesus from noncanonical sources, while 
for other scholars knowledge of Jesus is limited to the witness of the syn-
optic Gospels. Either way, the Jesus of history is divorced from the Jesus 
of faith. Meanwhile, for many churchgoing Christians, Jesus is an amal-
gam of what they have learned in church combined with what they have 
gleaned from popular culture  —  like Mel Gibson’s recent fi lm Th e Passion 
of the Christ (2004) or devotional literature like Rick Warren’s Th e Purpose 
Driven Life (2002)  —  to create a private and personal Christ. In response 
to this veritable Babel of interpretations, Christology is the attempt to say, 
“God is . . . ,” by affi  rming God’s ultimate self-revelation in the Christ.

Since its earliest days, the church has debated how to interpret this re-
velatory event and what it communicates to us about God. Th is debate 
has yet to be satisfactorily resolved. Oft en, Christological refl ection be-
gins with the dogmatic formula of the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE) 
that Christ is fully human and fully divine: “two natures without confu-
sion, without change, without division, without separation  —  the diff erence 
of the natures being by no means taken away because of the union, but 
rather the distinctive character of each nature being preserved.”3 However, 
dissatisfaction with ancient philosophical conceptualizations of Christ’s 
nature has generated a plurality of alternative, oft en incongruous, Chris-
tological formulations.4 One very infl uential example is Jon Sobrino’s lib-
erating Christ: “In traditional Catholic theology it has been customary 
to start with the dogmatic formulation of the Council of Chalcedon . . . 
but it hardly seems suitable or adequate as a point of departure.”5 Sobrino 
opts to begin with the “historical Jesus,” by which he means “the person, 
teaching, attitudes, and deeds of Jesus of Nazareth insofar as they are ac-
cessible, in a more or less general way, to historical and exegetical inves-
tigation.”6 Emphasizing the life and ministry of Jesus, not just the cross 
and resurrection, Sobrino seeks a “satisfactory midway point between two 
extremes: turning Christ into an abstraction on the one hand, or putting 
him to direct and immediate ideological uses on the other.”7 By beginning 
with the earthly ministry of Jesus rather than the abstract formulations 
of the fi rst four ecumenical councils, Sobrino places the historical libera-
tion of the poor and oppressed at the center of any understanding of the 
salvifi c work of Christ.8

So while the Chalcedonian defi nition states the problem correctly and 
establishes the limits of a Christian understanding of the Christ/Messiah, 
it does not bring us any closer to understanding how the Incarnation 
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achieves salvation. Still, there is general agreement among theologians 
that in the person of Jesus (called the Christ) we learn most fully what it 
means to be both divine and human. Every Christology makes reference 
to the historical person Jesus of Nazareth and attempts to explain the na-
ture of the relationship between this particular human being and the eter-
nal God. While diff erent Christological traditions have interpreted this 
special relationship in a variety of ways, they all relate the person Jesus 
of Nazareth to God’s plan for salvation. Th e earliest creedal formulations 
found in Scripture use titles to refer to Jesus such as “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor. 
12:3) and “Messiah” (Mark 8:29) that necessarily link him to soteriologi-
cal concerns. Consequently, it “is taken to be indisputable that, accord-
ing to the New Testament pattern of events, the life span designated as 
‘Jesus Christ,’ whether interpreted primarily ‘from above’ or ‘from below’ 
in its space-time juxtapositions, has to do with a coming into the world 
and with an overcoming of the world.”9 In other words, speaking of Jesus 
as the Christ of God is a foundational theological statement that orients 
theology toward matters of liberation.

Jesus and Politics

Political theologian Jürgen Moltmann asserts that wherever “Jesus is 
acknowledged as the Christ of God, Christian faith is to be found,”10 beg-
ging the question, how do Christians understand the title “Christ”? Jesus 
of Nazareth is identifi ed in the New Testament by the Greek term ho chris-
tos, the Christ, from the Hebrew (ha-) mashiah, the Messiah, meaning an 
anointed person or the anointed one. In the centuries prior to the life of 
Jesus, various messianic expectations coexisted within Judaism, many di-
rectly traceable to the Old Testament itself, but reaching a fever pitch dur-
ing the Second Temple period (c. 352 BCE –  68 CE), especially aft er the 
death of Julius Caesar (44 BCE) when several Jewish groups reasoned that 
political instability in the Roman Republic would facilitate a successful 
rebellion in Jerusalem.11 Within early Christian theological refl ection the 
conviction that Jesus was the Christ, the Messiah expected by Israel, led 
to an understanding of the Old Testament term anointed as referring to 
a future agent of divine deliverance. However, recent scholarly consensus 
argues that to understand the term messiah as denoting only one specifi c 
fi gure distorts the broad range of messianic expectations that thrived 
within Judaism between 200 BCE and 100 CE. Th ese scholars contend 
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that this conception of messianism is marginal to the dominant forms of 
Judaism at the time, appearing only infrequently in the Old Testament 
and Jewish writings of the intertestamental period; some even maintain 
that messianism is tangential to Jesus’ own ministry and the development 
of New Testament Christology.12 More recently, biblical scholar William 
Horbury has off ered a contrasting interpretation of messianism, arguing 
not only that messianism played a more centralized role in Second Temple 
Judaism but also that the fl ourishing messianism of the Herodian period 
directly contributed to the formation of the Christian cult of Christ.13

Still, despite this diversity of messianic views, one aspect of fi rst-cen-
tury messianism remains constant: whatever else one understands by the 
term messiah, it is always used in reference to God’s chosen leaders  —  be 
they prophet, priest, or king. Considering that for fi rst-century Jews there 
was no hard-and-fast distinction between religion and politics, sacred and 
secular, the various expected messianic fi gures  —  whether a messianic king 
from the house of David, an eschatological prophet, a messianic priest 
from the house of Aaron, the Righteous Teacher of the Qumran com-
munity, or the messianic movements described by the historian Josephus  
—  share the prevalent Jewish mind-set that discerns the will of God in all 
aspects of life. Consequently, some Jewish messianisms focused intensely 
on the aff airs of government while others regarded temporal governments 
as contrary to God’s will, yet all subsumed the political under the theo-
logical insofar as there is no part of life that stands outside religion. In 
other words, there are political consequences to messianic faith, so unrav-
eling and interpreting the interrelation of theology and politics becomes a 
necessary task of Christian theology.

Accordingly, two separate but interconnected arguments contribute 
to an understanding of how Jesus engaged the political sphere of life by 
embracing, rejecting, or transforming aspects of fi rst-century Jewish mes-
sianic expectations. First, a historical inquiry into the word messiah con-
fi rms the claim that the title messiah cannot be interpreted apolitically. 
Second, a look at the historical development of Christology  —  under the 
infl uence of Hellenistic philosophical conceptions of God and divinity  —  
reveals that the political dimension was gradually eroded from the Chris-
tian understanding of Messiah. Th is work seeks to recover Jesus’ own self 
understanding of messiah as God’s anointed ruler in order to identify the 
concrete political consequences of acknowledging Jesus as “the Christ of 
God” (Moltmann) for contemporary Christian faith.
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Toward a “Political” Messiah

Th e historical origins of Israel’s messianic hopes are traceable to the 
Davidic monarchy in the Old Testament. In the New Testament this na-
tionalistic hope underlies Zechariah’s vision at the birth of his son John 
(the Baptist):

Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his peo-
ple and redeemed them. He has raised up a mighty savior for us in the 
house of his servant David, as he spoke through the mouth of his holy 
prophets from of old, that we would be saved from our enemies and from 
the hand of all who hate us. (Luke 1:68 –  71, NRSV)

Here the evangelist locates the life of Jesus of Nazareth within a messianic 
theological framework in which the hope of the people of Israel is linked 
to an anointed political leader from the Davidic line  —  perhaps hinting 
at the reestablishment of the old monarchy  —  while suggesting that this 
“mighty savior” comes not to vanquish old enemies with an iron fi st but 
to “guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:79, NRSV). While there 
existed a plurality of messianic expectations within fi rst-century Judaism, 
it cannot be denied that the notion of a singular fi gure anointed by God 
to restore the nationalistic hopes of Israel was among the accepted inter-
pretations thriving within the various Jewish sects.

God anoints (mashiah) kings, priests, and prophets throughout the 
Old Testament, yet it is David’s anointing in favor of Saul that indissolu-
bly unites the notion of divine deliverance with Israel’s national interests. 
While the expectation of national divine deliverance originates in the Ex-
odus narrative in which Moses acts as God’s chosen agent of liberation, 
the Israelites’ identity is primarily theological, since they are described as 
the people who worship the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob (Exod. 3:6; 3:15). Yet when David becomes “messiah,” it is in 
response to the nation’s rebellion against the divinely established political 
order for an inherited monarchy that projects a powerful image to the 
rest of the world: “We are determined to have a king over us, so that we 
may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go out 
before us and fi ght our battles” (1 Sam. 8:19 –  20, NRSV). Consequently, 
while Moses was God’s anointed prophet whose primary task was liberat-
ing the Israelites from slavery, David was God’s anointed king burdened 
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with preserving Israel’s political independence and coalescing its national 
identity over against the imperialist aggression of its geographic neigh-
bors. Granted, there is a theological dimension to God’s favoring David 
in place of Saul, who had disobeyed God’s commandments and “rejected 
the word of the Lord,” so consequently the Lord rejected his kingship (1 
Sam. 15:26, NRSV); nevertheless, the focus of David’s mission was to unite 
all the tribes of Israel and rule over them for thirty-three years, thereby 
establishing the pattern for all Israelite monarchs to come (2 Sam. 5:1 –  
5). Not surprisingly, one fi nds prophecies throughout the Old Testament 
concerning future Davidic kings who will return the nation to its former 
greatness.

Th e prophet Micah identifi es Bethlehem, David’s birthplace, as the 
source of “one who is to rule in Israel, whose origin is from of old, from 
ancient days” (v. 2); the prophet Amos condemned Israel’s political divi-
sion between northern and southern kingdoms and wanted a unifi ed na-
tion under the rule of a Davidic king (Amos 9:11); during the Babylonian 
exile the prophet Ezekiel envisions a new covenant between God and Is-
rael in which the lost sheep of Israel return to their land and the Davidic 
dynasty is restored: “I will set up over them one shepherd, my servant 
David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and be their shepherd” 
(Ezek. 34:23, NRSV); the restitution of the Temple in Jerusalem  —  facili-
tated by the Persian empire’s more tolerant policies under Cyrus (iden-
tifi ed by the prophet Isaiah as a “Messiah”)  —  returned to prominence 
certain Israelite traditions, exemplifi ed by the Zion and Davidic motifs: 
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! 
Lo, your king comes to you” (Zech. 9:9, NRSV); “And the house of David 
shall be like God, like the angel of the Lord, at their head” (Zech. 12:8, 
NRSV). However, it is with the prophecies of Daniel during the Babylo-
nian exile that Israel’s tenuous political existence gave rise to eschatologi-
cally oriented interpretations of God’s Anointed ruler to whom will be 
“given dominion and glory and kingship, that all peoples, nations, and 
languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion 
that shall not pass away, and his kingship is one that shall never be de-
stroyed” (Dan. 7:14, NRSV).

In postexilic times, various messianic texts in the Old Testament apoc-
ryphal and pseudepigraphical writings attest to a shared expectation of a 
divinely promised ruler who will restore Israel politically and theologi-
cally, linking national deliverance to the reestablishment of governance 
according to the Word of God (Torah). Th e book of 1 Enoch contains a 
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longing for the Messiah who will bring judgment and save the people of 
Israel from all who assail them: “I kept seeing till the Lord of the sheep 
came unto them and took in his hand the rod of his wrath and smote 
the earth. . . . Th en I kept seeing till a throne was erected in a pleasant 
land.”14 In the Psalms of Solomon, the political restoration of the Davidic 
dynasty is inseparable from the theological longing for divine deliverance: 
“See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David, to rule over 
your servant Israel in the time known to you, O God. . . . At his warn-
ing the nations will fl ee from his presence; and he will condemn sinners 
by the thoughts of their hearts.”15 Furthermore, aft er the Jewish rebel-
lion against the Syrians (c. 164 BCE), the restoration of Temple worship 
in Jerusalem contributed to a strong nationalism laced with expectations 
of God’s anointed Warrior-Deliverer who would restore authentic cul-
tic worship according to the Mosaic Law and return Israel to its ancient 
glory. Th e book of 1 Maccabees sought to legitimize the Hasmonean dy-
nasty  —  which controlled both the Temple priesthood and the monarchy 
until the time of Herod the Great  —  because many pious Jews questioned 
their right to rule. Still, in spite of such pragmatic political maneuvering, 
Mattathias’s armed resistance against the Syrian king also appears moti-
vated by “zeal for the law” (1 Macc. 2:26 –  27), suggesting that messianic 
expectations were deeply woven into both the national and the religious 
consciousness of fi rst-century Jews and thus ought never to be interpreted 
apolitically. According to Josephus and Philo, even the ascetic Essenes  —  a 
politically passive party  —  fought in the war against the Romans (66 –  70 
CE). While our present knowledge of the Essenes is scant and unreliable, 
most sources agree that they were known for both their ascetic practices 
and their commitment to pacifi sm (Essenes were not allowed to make or 
carry weapons of war except for a walking staff  for personal defense when 
traveling).16 In fact, the notion that God will liberate the community from 
its enemies is preserved within the Qumran prophecies:

Th e King of Glory is with us and the host of His spirits is with our steps. 
. . . Rise up, O Hero, Take your captives, O Glorious One, and take Your 
plunder, O You Who do valiantly. Lay your hand upon the neck of Your 
enemies, and Your foot upon the backs of the slain. Crush the nations, 
Your adversaries, and let Your sword devour fl esh. Fill Your land with 
glory, and Your inheritance with blessing. An abundance of cattle is in 
Your fi elds, silver and gold in Your palaces. O Zion, rejoice greatly, and 
rejoice, all you cities of Judah.17
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Contrary to scholarship that defi nes fi rst-century messianic expectations 
of a promised deliverer as marginal to the dominant Jewish traditions, it 
is evident that a consistent messianic theme runs through the Old Testa-
ment that easily lent itself to a variety of interpretations, as preserved in 
such diverse Jewish literature as the intertestamental Judeo-Hellenistic lit-
erature, the Septuagint, the Targums, and the Qumran fragments.

Whether the Messiah is understood as a single individual  —  an anointed 
king, priest, or prophet  —  or collectively as God’s chosen people Israel, 
the prevailing view of “messiah” during the time of Jesus has profound 
political implications. Th e expected Messiah is God’s chosen leader in a 
tradition of interpretation dating back to the formative texts of Israelite 
national identity in which Moses delivered the Israelites from captivity 
in Egypt and David preserved the nation from Philistine control. Th us, 
in the Christian Gospels we fi nd evidence that the people of Israel were 
awaiting some sign that would identify God’s chosen savior who would 
bring about the longed-for national deliverance:

Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man 
was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, 
and the Holy Spirit rested on him. It had been revealed to him by the 
Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s 
Messiah. Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when 
the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was custom-
ary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying: 
“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your 
word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in 
the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for 
glory to your people Israel.” (Luke 2:25 –  32, NRSV)

Although Jesus did not fulfi ll the political expectations of those who ex-
pected a national savior, a political dimension persisted throughout early 
Christian literature that not only acknowledged Jesus as anointed with the 
Spirit (Isa. 61:1 –  2; Luke 4:18; Acts 4:25 –  27; 10:38), but also proclaimed him 
“Christ” and “Lord” (Luke 2:12; Acts 2:36). Furthermore, as Christ/Mes-
siah, Jesus is identifi ed as “Son of David,” “king of Israel,” and “King of the 
Jews” (Luke 1:32; 2:4, 11; 3:31; Mark 12:35 –  37; 14:61 –  62; 15:1 –  32).

Th e letters of Paul, representing the chronologically earliest Christian 
literature, also identify Jesus as the Christ (“Messiah”) of God, quoting 
the prophet Isaiah: “And again Isaiah says, ‘Th e root of Jesse shall come, 
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the one who rises to rule the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles shall hope” 
(Rom. 15:12, NRSV). In the seven letters regarded as genuine, Paul does 
not utilize christos as a general term but always as a title reserved exclu-
sively for only one person, Jesus. Undoubtedly, Paul and his readers were 
familiar with contemporary Jewish messianic expectations, yet Paul’s let-
ters never explicitly argue that Jesus is the long-expected christos of Is-
rael. Rather, they defi ne the very concept of divine anointing in terms of 
the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the one Christ of God. 
While Paul does identify Jesus as descended from David (Rom. 1:3 –  4), 
presuming some knowledge of Israel’s nationalistic messianic hopes, his 
use of the title “Christ” always refers to Jesus’ soteriological mission rather 
than any temporal political agenda. Paul consistently emphasizes that 
Jesus Christ died on the cross (1 Cor. 1:13, 17 –  18; 2:2, 8; 2 Cor. 13:4; Gal. 
3:1; 6:12, 14; Phil. 2:8; 3:18), demonstrating that for Paul and the earliest 
Christian communities the title “Messiah” became intimately linked with 
the death and resurrection of Jesus for the eternal salvation of all human-
kind. At the same time, the fact that Paul employed such a politically and 
theologically loaded term to describe Jesus’ divine mission implies an at-
tempt to build upon common messianic expectations even while radically 
transforming them. Although Paul does not explicitly link Jesus’ role as 
“the Christ” to any particular fi rst-century Jewish conception of Messiah, 
it is clear that for early Christians (who were themselves Jewish), the life, 
ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth were interpreted in 
terms of Old Testament prophecies about an anointed fi gure proclaiming 
God’s sovereignty over all of humankind. Th us we fi nd that in the book of 
Acts Paul articulates a distinctly Jewish understanding of “messiah” while 
translating the term for the Gentile world:

And Paul went in, as was his custom, and on three Sabbath days argued 
with them from the scriptures, explaining and proving that it was neces-
sary for the Messiah to suff er and to rise from the dead, and saying, “Th is 
is the Messiah, Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you.” Some of them [the 
Jews in the synagogue] were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did 
a great many of the devout Jews and not a few of the leading women. 
(Acts 17:2 –  4)

Th at is to say, Paul is here convincing fellow Jews that the one whom the 
Christians are proclaiming as Messiah is the Messiah of Israel, but con-
trary to fi rst-century Warrior-Deliverer expectations, “it was necessary for 
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the Messiah to suff er and to rise from the dead” (v. 3). Accordingly, we 
must assume that in spite of the Hellenistic context of Paul’s apostolic mis-
sion, his understanding of messiah preserves some of the political implica-
tions present in various fi rst-century Judaisms. Admittedly, Paul expands 
the meaning of the Messiah’s rule to encompass the Gentiles, but here 
Paul stands well within an accepted prophetic tradition found in Amos, 
Isaiah, and other Old Testament prophets who affi  rm the sovereignty of 
the one true God by calling all nations to obedience and salvation.

Th e various fi rst-century political players each had their own interpre-
tation of the role and power of the Messiah, yet all shared in the hope 
and expectation of a messianic fi gure. Th e earliest Christian communities 
embraced these expectations as a framework for understanding the life, 
ministry, and death of Jesus of Nazareth, who is universally acknowledged 
in fi rst-century Christian literature as the Christ (ho christos). Still, the 
question remains whether Jesus’ own understanding of messiah preserves 
the political dimension so prevalent in fi rst-century Judaism.

Jesus Transforms Messianic Expectations

Our knowledge of the earthly life and work of Jesus the Christ comes 
primarily from the canonical Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), 
texts that refl ect the beliefs and concerns of particular Christian commu-
nities yet  —  in spite of diff erences and inconsistencies  —  reveal a consis-
tent narrative at the heart of early Christian literature. Typically, scholars 
view the synoptics (Mark, Matthew, and Luke) as more representational 
of historical fact and the Gospel of John as muting the historical details 
of Jesus’ life in order to emphasize the eternally preexistent Word of God 
(John 1:14; 8:58; 17:1, 5, 24). Nevertheless, it is inaccurate to presume that 
the synoptic Gospels portray Jesus as a human teacher of wisdom while 
John’s Gospel presents Jesus as a divine miracle worker, since there exists 
within the synoptics an implicit high Christology in which Jesus under-
stands himself as greater than the Old Testament prophets (Mark 2:21 –  28; 
Matt. 16:13 –  20; Luke 11:29 –  32) and speaks with divine authority (Mark 
1:21 –  28; Matt. 5:21 –  48; 7:13 –  29), while John’s Gospel explores the human 
dimension of Jesus’ earthly life (John 2:1 –  12; 4:6; 5:2 –  18; 11:33 –  35) to reveal 
someone who feels compassion, thirsts and hungers, and is even moved 
to tears. Furthermore, certain themes remain constant throughout the 
various Jesus narratives: Jesus proclaimed the imminent kingdom of God 
(Matt. 12:28; Mark 1:15; Luke 11:20); Jesus worked miracles that were signs 
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of God’s impending reign (Mark 3:22 –  30; John 10:31 –  38); Jesus embraced 
his Davidic descent (Mark 11:1 –  11; Matt. 21:1 –  11; Luke 19:28 –  40; John 
12:12 –  19); and Jesus accepted his mission as the Messiah of God empow-
ered by the Spirit to bring good news to an affl  icted people (Isa. 61:1 –  3; 
Mark 8:27 –  30; Luke 6:20 –  21; 9:18 –  21; Matt. 5:3 –  12; 16:13 –  20; John 4:25 –  
26). Given the political aspect of many fi rst-century Jewish notions of the 
Messiah, Jesus’ own self-understanding as Son of David and Messiah cre-
ated political consequences for the earliest (Jewish) Christians, who were 
nurtured and formed by these messianic expectations. At the same time, 
Jesus rejected many such expectations and radically reinterpreted them 
in light of his obedience “to the point of death  —  even death on a cross” 
(Phil. 2:8, NRSV).

A political theology guided by the teachings of Jesus understands “pol-
itics” in its broadest sense as the social organization of human communi-
ties and not just the machinations of particular parties or states. Still, if 
Jesus of Nazareth is the promised messiah of Israel, then the historical ac-
tuality is far removed from most fi rst-century expectations. Jesus made no 
claims to any temporal kingdom but understood himself as the Christ  —  
God’s promised deliverer  —  whose kingdom is God’s own independent of 
and above all human political structures, yet embodied in human political 
structures. Accordingly, Jesus transforms the understanding of messiah as 
God’s anointed ruler (prophet, priest, king) by modeling a radically diff er-
ent form of leadership. Th erefore, those who claim Jesus as “the Christ of 
God” (Moltmann) are placing themselves under his rule, declaring God’s 
self-revelation in Jesus the Christ the standard by which all human politi-
cal projects are judged and evaluated.

Th e title “Christ” carries the meaning “one anointed to rule,” yet the 
life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, universally acknowledged by early 
Christians to be the Christ, can be interpreted as a rejection of precisely 
those political expectations in which the Messiah comes to overthrow Is-
rael’s oppressors and reestablish a temporal order under the Word of God. 
Standing before Pilate, the embodiment of temporal political power in 
fi rst-century Jerusalem, Jesus was accused of political sedition for claim-
ing to be “King of the Jews”:

Th en Pilate entered the headquarters again, summoned Jesus, and asked 
him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you ask this 
on your own, or did others tell you about me?” Pilate replied, “I am not 
a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over 



188 Th e Mestizo Christ

to me. What have you done?” Jesus answered, “My kingdom is not from 
this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be 
fi ghting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my 
kingdom is not from here.” (John 18:33 –  36, NRSV)

Pilate then asks, “So you are a king?” to which Jesus replies, “You say that 
I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to tes-
tify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice” (v. 
37). Conversely, just because Jesus defi nes his kingdom as “not from this 
world” does not mean that followers of Jesus ought to disengage from the 
concerns of this world, as demonstrated by the consistent themes of Jesus’ 
preaching: poverty (Matt. 23:14; Mark 10:17 –  27; Luke 6:20 –  25), taxation 
(Matt. 9:10; 17:24 –  27; 22:15 –  22; Mark 12:13 –  17), leadership (Matt. 20:24 –  
28; Luke 22:24 –  30; John 13:1 –  5, 12 –  14; 15:12 –  17), wealth (Matt. 19:16 –  26; 
Luke 16:10 –  13; 18:18 –  27).

Jesus’ own self-understanding references Isaiah’s suff ering servant while 
expressing hope in terms of resurrection: “Th en he began to teach them 
that the Son of Man must undergo great suff ering, and be rejected by the 
elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and aft er three 
days rise again” (Mark 8:31, NRSV). While the notion that the righteous 
will suff er for the sake of righteousness is well established in fi rst- century 
Jewish thought (Isa. 53:10 –  11; Daniel 7; Wisdom 5:1 –  5; 2 Maccabees 7:23), 
Christ interprets his suff ering  —  and the suff ering his followers will likely 
endure  —  in terms of God’s impending reign: “Th e time is fulfi lled, and 
the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” 
(Mark 1:15, NRSV). In other words, there are serious “political” conse-
quences for those who choose to follow Jesus:

Th en he said to them, “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom 
against kingdom; there will be great earthquakes, and in various places 
famines and plagues; and there will be dreadful portents and great signs 
from heaven.

“But before all this occurs, they will arrest you and persecute you; 
they will hand you over to the synagogues and prisons, and you will be 
brought before kings and governors because of my name. Th is will give 
you an opportunity to testify. So make up your minds not to prepare 
your defense in advance; for I will give you words and a wisdom that 
none of your opponents will be able to withstand or contradict. You will 
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be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives and friends; and 
they will put some of you to death. You will be hated by all because of 
my name. But not a hair of your head will perish. By your endurance you 
will gain your souls. (Luke 21:10 –  19, NRSV)

However, this suff ering is alleviated by the risen Christ’s imminent return:

“When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its deso-
lation has come near. . . . For there will be great distress on the earth and 
wrath against this people; they will fall by the edge of the words and be 
taken away as captives among all nations; and Jerusalem will be trampled 
on by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles are fulfi lled.

“Th ere will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on the 
earth distress among nations confused by the roaring of the sea and the 
waves. People will faint from fear and foreboding of what is coming upon 
the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. Th en they will 
see ‘the Son of Man coming in a cloud’ with power and great glory. Now 
when these things begin to take place, stand up and raise your heads, be-
cause your redemption is drawing near.” (Luke 21:20, 23b –  28, NRSV)

Not surprisingly, the fi rst Christians interpreted the fall of Jerusalem (c. 70 
CE) as the sign of the Parousia, or Second Coming (Matt. 24:3 –  8; Mark 
13:24 –  27; Luke 21:25 –  28; Acts 1:11), yet once it became evident to succeed-
ing generations of Christians that Christ’s return was not imminent, there 
followed a shift  in emphasis in Christian thought. Th e delay of the Parou-
sia proved a major concern during the apostolic era but ultimately did 
not undermine Christian faith, as evidenced by Peter’s teachings on the 
subject:

First of all you must understand this, that in the last days scoff ers will 
come, scoffi  ng and indulging their own lusts and saying, “Where is the 
promise of his coming? For ever since our ancestors died, all things con-
tinue as they were from the beginning of creation!” Th ey deliberately ig-
nore this fact, that by the Word of God heavens existed long ago and an 
earth was formed out of water and by means of water, through which the 
world of that time was deluged with water and perished. But by the same 
word the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fi re, being 
kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the godless.



190 Th e Mestizo Christ

But do not ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day 
is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. Th e Lord 
is not slow about his promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient 
with you, not wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance. But 
the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass 
away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fi re, and 
the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed. (2 Pet. 3:3 –  7, 
NRSV)

It is more important that believers be prepared for Christ’s return (Luke 
21:34 –  36) than worry about the specifi c time frame of the Parousia, for 
not even Jesus knows God’s will on this matter: “But about that day and 
hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven nor the Son, but only 
the Father” (Matt. 24:36, NRSV). Here the apostolic teaching is consis-
tent with Jesus’ own: “Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on 
what day your Lord is coming. . . . Th erefore you also must be ready, 
for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour” (Matt. 24:42, 44, 
NRSV). Th e consequence for the development of Christian doctrine was 
a move away from preoccupation with eschatology toward a preoccupa-
tion with the present, in which the church is understood collectively as 
the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12 –  31) through which God brings about 
reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:11 –  21). Th is identifi cation of the ecclesia with the 
risen Christ (Eph. 1:20 –  23; 3:5 –  10) understands the present age as a fore-
taste of the kingdom of God  —  delayed but still expected  —  in which the 
church, by the power of the Holy Spirit, participates in the messianic 
mission of Jesus Christ to reconcile sinful humanity with God. In other 
words, the delay of the Parousia does not call into question the promises 
of Christ but is evidence of God’s extreme grace in Christ, “not want-
ing any to perish, but all to come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9, NRSV), for 
“through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether 
on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross” 
(Col. 1:20, NRSV). Th us, as Jürgen Moltmann contends, Christian self-
understanding is grounded in the messianic mission of the earthly Jesus, 
“which was neglected in the christological dogma of Nicaea,” and which 
provides the foundation for a Trinitarian Christology that transcends the 
doctrinal language of two-natures Christology so that Jesus cannot be 
reduced to a mere human preacher nor elevated to the status of the Do-
cetic Christ.18
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In light of Jesus’ messianic self-understanding, it is appropriate for 
Christian theology to look to the teachings of Jesus for guidance in the 
realm of social ethics. Yet, what we fi nd is that rather than taking the path 
of direct political engagement  —  for example, by linking his proclamation 
of God’s impending kingdom to an existing political movement  —  Jesus 
chooses the path of renunciation: “Th e choice that he made in rejecting 
the crown and accepting the cross was the commitment to such a degree 
of faithfulness to the character of the divine love that he was willing for its 
sake to sacrifi ce ‘eff ectiveness.’ ”19 Th us, it is not surprising that as Chris-
tian doctrine developed, the political/social dimension of Jesus’ ministry 
became more muted, since Jesus himself reminds us, “My kingdom is not 
from this world” (John 18:36, NRSV). All the same, the New Testament re-
tains vestiges of a strong social ethic centered on the act of taking up the 
cross (Mark 8:34 –  38; Matt. 16:24 –  27; Luke 9:23 –  26), which saw its matu-
ration in the costly political stance of the early Christian martyrs. Th eo-
logian Zaida Maldonado Pérez argues that martyrdom is “a subversive 
act against the state and the dominant pagan culture,”20 with strong Old 
Testament precursors but whose paradigmatic example is the martyrdom 
of Stephen in Acts 7:54 –  60. Just before his death, Stephen experiences 
a vision of Jesus exalted “at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:56, NRSV), 
challenging and undermining the dominant Jewish view that Jesus was a 
justly executed blasphemer. Stephen’s martyrdom is a reaffi  rmation of the 
power of the cross through which God challenges dominant notions of 
power. Temporal powers led Jesus to the criminal’s cross, but God’s power 
raised Jesus from death and glorifi ed him at the right hand of the Father; 
temporal powers tried to take the life of the early church martyrs, yet God 
raised them to eternal life; temporal powers continue to legislate life and 
death today, but Jesus’ teaching still stands as the ultimate countercultural 
force: “For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who 
lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” 
(Mark 8:35, NRSV); “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s 
life for one’s friends” (John 15:13, NRSV); “Let the same mind be in you 
that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did 
not regard equality with God as something to be exploited” (Phil. 2:5 –  6, 
NRSV). Accordingly, while the New Testament presents a range of ethi-
cal instruction, it also contains a consistent unifying narrative grounded 
in the view that things are not as they ought to be and only Jesus Christ 
brings genuine liberation from every kind of bondage.
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Th e culture of Jesus’ time expected a political messiah, yet Jesus stands 
outside these messianic expectations insofar as his own self-understand-
ing as the Messiah of God rejected the Warrior-Deliverer pattern. Instead, 
Jesus interprets his own mission as Messiah primarily through the lens of 
the Suff ering Servant portions of the book of Isaiah. Not only is John the 
Baptist (“the voice of one crying in the wilderness”) linked to Isaiah 40 
(Luke 3:4 –  6), Jesus lays the path for his entire ministry by reading Isaiah 
61 (“Th e Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to 
bring good news to the poor”), then proclaims, “Today this scripture has 
been fulfi lled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21, NRSV). Th e Gospel of Matthew 
also interprets Jesus’ earthly mission in terms of Isaiah 42:1 –  4:

Th is was to fulfi ll what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah: 
“Here is my servant, whom I have chosen, my beloved, with whom my 
soul is well pleased. I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim 
justice to the Gentiles. He will not wrangle or cry aloud, nor will anyone 
hear his voice in the streets. He will not break a bruised reed or quench 
a smoldering wick until he brings justice to victory. And in his name the 
Gentiles will hope.” (Matt. 12:17 –  21, NRSV)

By choosing to follow the paradigm of Isaiah’s Messiah  —  the King (Isaiah 
1 –  37), the Suff ering Servant (Isaiah 38 –  55), and the Anointed Conqueror 
(Isaiah 56 –  66)  —  Jesus understood his own ministry in terms that were at 
least partly political, affi  rming in his own words the calling and anoint-
ing of God to bring justice and liberation. Nevertheless, by interpreting 
kingship in terms of the Suff ering Servant, Jesus subverts dominant views 
that expected God’s anointed leader to bring about change by means of 
political rule. Jesus discards the false god called the state in recognition 
of the absolute sovereignty of God over all nations and empires through 
a radical reevaluation of values in which divine rule is embodied in the 
suff ering servant who was oppressed and affl  icted “like a lamb that is led 
to the slaughter” (Isa. 53:7, NRSV). Accordingly, we fi nd in Jesus’ life and 
ministry broad guidelines for our political life together under the Word of 
God, not in terms of a particular political agenda but as a general orienta-
tion toward what any temporal government needs to be and do in order 
to be a just and righteous government in the eyes of God. As a result, any 
theology guided by Jesus’ messianic mission is necessarily adversarial and 
willing to take a costly stance in which martyrdom is oft en the conse-
quence of following Christ.21



Th e Mestizo Christ 193

Some Conclusions about Person and Work of Christ

In answering questions about the person of Christ, a Christology “from 
below” begins its theological refl ection with Jesus’ history as presented 
in the synoptic Gospels and tends to emphasize the humanity of Christ. 
In the fi ft h century CE, the Antiochene school associated with Nestorius 
embodied this approach when it emphasized the “indwelling” of the man 
Jesus by the eternal Logos for the sake of our salvation, preserving the full 
humanity of Jesus at the expense of genuine incarnation.22 By contrast, a 
Christology “from above” begins by refl ecting on the preexistent Logos of 
John’s Gospel (John 1:14) who descends into the world and takes on hu-
man fl esh. Th e Alexandrian School, associated with Cyril of Alexandria in 
the fi ft h century but with roots in the third-century theologies of Clement 
and Origen, emphasizes the divinity of Christ without denying the reality 
of the Incarnation while remaining vague about what, if anything, the hu-
manity of Jesus contributes to salvation.23 Th e greatest value of the Chal-
cedonian defi nition for Christological refl ection is that, by insisting upon 
the union of the human and the divine in the person of Jesus Christ for 
the sake of our salvation, it rejects any view that diminishes the humanity, 
the divinity, or their union. Th us, it avoids the shortcomings of both Al-
exandrian and Antiochene christologies by refusing to allow the divinity 
in Christ to overwhelm the humanity (Alexandrian), or the humanity in 
Christ to be preserved at the cost of denying its genuine union with the 
divine (Antiochene).

In order to make adequate sense of the entirety of the New Testament 
witness, approaches from below and from above need to complement 
each other. Th us, Jon Sobrino’s liberation Christology “from below” also 
affi  rms Jesus’ identity as the eternal Logos:

Instead of beginning with the doxological affi  rmation of the incarnation 
of the eternal Son in Jesus of Nazareth (the theology of descent), it ends 
up with the doxological statement that this Jesus of Nazareth is the eter-
nal Son. . . . Th e advantage of my approach here over that of the tradi-
tional Christology of descent is that it regards the history of Jesus as basic 
and essential to the dogmatic assertion that Christ is the eternal Son.24

Sobrino’s bold claims do not deny the divinity of Christ; rather, they lo-
cate political human liberation within the divine Trinitarian life. Th us, 
in spite of Vatican criticism to the contrary, his approach adheres to the 
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dogmatic formulation of Chalcedon while off ering a new way of under-
standing the personal unity of humanity and divinity in Jesus by pro-
claiming a holistic view of salvation that is not limited to economic and 
political liberation, yet cannot be realized without them.

“High” and “low” Christologies, while similar to those from above 
and below, form a distinct grouping of Christological approaches. A high 
Christology acknowledges the divinity of Christ and in some instances, 
as in Docetism, denies the full humanity of Jesus. Low christologies, on 
the other hand, one-sidedly emphasize the human life of Christ and ig-
nore or undermine the full divinity of Christ. “Adoptionism” is a form of 
low Christology characterized by the belief that the man Jesus of Nazareth 
was not the incarnation of the preexistent Logos, but merely a man who 
was “adopted” as son by God through the power of the Holy Spirit. While 
some scholars argue adoptionism is the diachronically earliest Christo-
logical formulation in the New Testament (Mark 1:9 –  11; Rom. 1:4; Acts 
2:22 –  24, 32 –  36), predating the doctrine of preexistence and incarnation 
(John 1:14; Heb. 1:1 –  14), both low and high christologies fi nd justifi cation 
in the various biblical titles for Jesus. High titles like “Word of God” or 
“Son of God” emphasize the eternal, divine nature of Christ, while low 
titles like “Son of David” and “Messiah” point to the historical and hu-
man aspect of Christ’s mission. Nevertheless, the church’s Christologi-
cal consensus eventually rejected adoptionist views because they under-
mine God’s sovereignty and blur the distinction between Jesus’ true Son-
ship and the adoption of Christian believers into the life of Christ.25 Th e 
converse is also true: low titles that refer to the earthly mission of the 
Christ (what Karl Barth names the humiliation of the Lord as servant in 
Church Dogmatics IV/1, §59) need not exclude Christ’s divine nature. His-
panic theologies in the United States embrace Jon Sobrino’s methodologi-
cal commitment to a Christology “from below” while affi  rming a “high” 
Christology that understands the Incarnation as a divine act of solidarity 
with humankind. For emancipatory theologies emerging from culturally 
marginalized and economically exploited communities, the Chalcedonian 
defi nition remains signifi cant because it concretizes the work of Christ in 
the world by embracing humanity in all its frailness and rejecting spiritual 
escapism in all its forms.

A general principle of modern Christology  —  best embodied in the the-
ology of Karl Barth  —  states that theological refl ection about the relation-
ship between Jesus of Nazareth and the eternal God is incomplete without 
reference to the work of salvation. Traditionally, Christian theology has 
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discussed the work of Christ under the rubric of atonement. While mak-
ing distinctions between the person and work of Christ facilitates system-
atic discussion of the topic, it is important to remember that we cannot 
make sense of the life, ministry, and passion of Jesus apart from our un-
derstanding of the resurrection, and vice versa. In other words, a Chris-
tology that promises eternal life without addressing human suff ering here 
and now is as vacant as a Christology promising historical liberation with-
out also overcoming sin and death. Th is investigation affi  rms the earthly 
life and liberating ministry of Jesus as crucial to his saving work without 
minimizing the centrality of his death and resurrection for understanding 
God’s plan for reconciliation. Th e cross is the focal point of most doc-
trines of the Atonement in Western theology, so clearly the power of the 
cross is essential to salvation and necessary for understanding the Chris-
tian faith. Yet how the cross achieves salvation is much debated.

Unlike the Christological defi nition of Chalcedon, there is no recog-
nized ecumenical consensus on Soteriology, only several models of atone-
ment that have more or less withstood the test of time. Th e following ty-
pology, while far from comprehensive, identifi es key themes. One of the 
earliest explanations for the Atonement, the “ontological theory,” views 
the Christ event as something unique that redeems the fallen Creation 
(including human nature) and makes possible a new way of life. Th is view 
of salvation is oft en associated with the Patristic theologies of Irenaeus 
and Athanasius and can be characterized as a union with God achieved 
by Christ that  —  unlike many modern understandings that view salvation 
as something personal and private  —  transforms the whole of Creation. 
Patristic scholar J. N. D. Kelly briefl y summarizes Irenaeus’s theory of re-
demption as an expansion of the apostle Paul’s doctrine of recapitulation 
in Romans 5:12 –  21 that identifi es Christ as the “second Adam”:

Th e conclusion to which his argument leads is that humanity, which as 
we have seen was seminally present in Adam, has been given the oppor-
tunity of making a new start in Christ, the second Adam, through incor-
poration in His mystical body. Th e original Adam, by his disobedience, 
introduced the principle of sin and death, but Christ by His obedience 
has reintroduced the principle of life and immortality. Because He is 
identifi ed with the human race at every phase of its existence, He restores 
fellowship with God to all, “perfecting man according to God’s image and 
likeness.” And because He is a real man, born of a woman, He is able to 
vanquish the Devil, into whose power mankind had fallen.26



196 Th e Mestizo Christ

In this approach the genuine humanity of Christ is necessary for salva-
tion; the Incarnation is the means of reconciling fallen humanity with 
God. What we lost in Adam  —  the image and likeness of God  —  we recover 
in Christ Jesus. Christ did what we cannot do for ourselves.

A later, more infl uential, theory of atonement is the “satisfaction” the-
ory associated with medieval theologian Anselm of Canterbury. According 
to Anselm, humanity’s disobedience dishonors God and  —  just as in the 
feudal social order  —  when a lord’s honor is off ended, proper satisfaction 
must be given. Applying the analogy that the relationship between Cre-
ator and creature is similar to the relationship between feudal lords and 
their vassals, Anselm concludes that due to the greatness of our off ense we 
are unable to provide adequate satisfaction. Nevertheless, since humanity 
committed the off ense, humanity must provide satisfaction. Consequently, 
God becomes human in Christ for the redemption of humankind, exem-
plifying perfect obedience  —  even unto death  —  thereby eliminating the 
need for our punishment while also restoring God’s honor.

While Anselm’s doctrinal formulations refl ect a medieval worldview 
that unduly infl uenced his notions of honor, off ense, and satisfaction, the 
sacrifi cial interpretation of Christ’s death is fi rmly grounded in the New 
Testament, which itself reinterpreted Old Testament images of sacrifi ce 
and redemption. Most telling is Paul’s description of the uniqueness of 
Christ’s saving works

since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now jus-
tifi ed by his grace as a gift , through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 
whom God put forward as a sacrifi ce of atonement by his blood, eff ec-
tive through faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his 
divine forbearance he passed over the sins previously committed. (Rom. 
3:23 –  25, NRSV)

Accordingly, contemporary theological reconstruction cannot ignore the 
theme of the cross as sacrifi ce  —  in spite of politically repressive manipu-
lation of sacrifi cial imagery  —  without losing something distinctive about 
the Christian view of salvation.

A third approach to the doctrine of Atonement has been named the 
“moral infl uence” theory. Unlike the more “objective” ontological and 
satisfaction theories of atonement, the moral infl uence theory is consid-
ered “subjective,” since in the former God’s work of salvation is done by 
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Christ extra nos and once-for-all  —  implying that the work of salvation is 
complete and independent of the participation of those who are saved  —  
whereas in the latter, salvation is understood as the human response in 
thanksgiving to God’s example of self-sacrifi cing love. Th e contemporary 
appeal of this theory (Jon Sobrino’s theory of atonement can be classifi ed 
as moral infl uence) rests with the fact that it emphasizes both God’s love 
and the role of human moral agency. Twelft h-century theologian Peter 
Abelard pioneered the moral infl uence theory of atonement as an alterna-
tive to what he saw as Anselm’s cruel and to some extent sadistic satisfac-
tion theory: “Indeed, how cruel and wicked it seems that anyone should 
demand the blood of an innocent person as the price for anything, or that 
it should in any way please him that an innocent man should be slain  
—  still less that God should consider the death of his Son so agreeable 
that by it he should be reconciled to the whole world.”27 Instead, Abelard 
emphasizes the role of our faith in response to the greatness of God’s love 
for us:

By the faith which we hold concerning Christ love is increased in us, by 
virtue of the conviction that God in Christ has united our human nature 
to himself and, by suff ering in that same nature, has demonstrated to us 
that perfection of love of which he himself says: “Greater love than this 
no man hath” (John 15:13), etc. So we, through his grace, are joined to 
him as closely as to our neighbor by an indissoluble bond of aff ection.28

Like the other two models for understanding the Atonement, the moral 
infl uence theory also fi nds scriptural support in the New Testament: “In 
Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their tres-
passes against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So 
we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through 
us” (2 Cor. 5:19 –  20, NRSV).

However, though Abelard has stressed the role of our moral response 
in understanding the events of the cross, he does not reduce salvation to 
the subjective (as some critics contend): “Th at is to say that through this 
righteousness  —  which is love  —  we may gain remission of our sins. . . . I 
say remission is granted, yes, even for past sins, ‘through the forbearance 
of God’ (Rom. 3:26)  —  because of the long-suff ering of God, who does 
not summarily punish the guilty and condemn sinners, but waits a long 
time for them to return in penitence, and cease from sin, and so obtain 
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forgiveness.”29 Clearly, the work of forgiveness is Christ’s alone, since, 
through his self-sacrifi ce on the cross, Christ obtains for us something 
we ourselves cannot attain without his help: “that is, that he may both 
will to fulfi ll in Christ what he had promised concerning our redemption 
or justifi cation. . . . Namely, of him who believes him to be Jesus, that is, 
Saviour, by virtue of what Christ actually is  —  God and man.”30 Th e moral 
infl uence theory rejects both the notion that salvation is a cosmic battle 
independent of our role as “ambassadors for Christ” (ontological theory) 
and the notion that salvation depends on a “legal” transaction that satis-
fi es God’s wrath (satisfaction theory). Rather, the moral infl uence theory 
seeks to understand the cross in terms of what it reveals about God and 
the sanctifi ed life.

Th at is why Jon Sobrino, in articulating a liberation Christology, em-
phasizes that Jesus’ crucifi xion was the historical consequence of his life.31 
He argues that theories like Anselm’s become theological abstractions by 
removing the events of the cross from the historical context of Jesus’ life, 
defi ning redemption in terms of this once-for-all event without account-
ing fully for the consequences of a properly Chalcedonian Christology 
that seeks to understand God’s plan for salvation “in terms of the real, au-
thentic incarnation of God.”32 Accordingly, Jesus’ crucifi xion is the direct 
result of the startling truths about God revealed by the Incarnation:

To say that Jesus dies according to God’s design is, in my opinion, to 
say much too little. We do much better to say that Jesus dies because he 
chose to bear faithful witness to God right to the end in a situation where 
people really wanted a very diff erent type of God. Th eir condemnation 
of Jesus indicates that they clearly saw the option he was posing to them. 
Th ey would have to choose between the God of their religion and the 
God of Jesus, between the temple and human beings, between the secu-
rity provided by their own good works and the insecurity of God’s gratu-
itous coming in grace.

Jesus’ cross is no accident. It fl ows directly from the self-justifying ef-
forts of the “religious” person who tries to manipulate God rather than 
letting God remain a mystery. . . . Paradoxical as it may seem, it was “re-
ligion” that killed the Son. So we are left  with the question as to why the 
Father allowed his death. Is it possible that he accepted Jesus’ death on 
the cross so that he might overcome the old religious schema once and 
for all, so that he might show that he is a completely diff erent sort of God 
who serves as the basis for a completely new kind of human existence?33
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God became incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth. Th e “scandal of particular-
ity” demands that we take seriously every aspect of the humanity of God  
—  his death included  —  for it is in the history of this particular person (a 
marginalized Galilean who transgressed social boundaries to bring good 
news to the poor and oppressed) that God is known. Jesus’ crucifi xion is 
a direct result of the life he lived not because he was a criminal but for 
the reason that as the Christ of God he challenged the dominant values of 
the religious and governing authorities of his day. In other words, a truly 
messianic Christianity understands the work of the Christ as adversarial 
politics: God’s preferential option for the poor and oppressed of history 
demands that the church, as the body of Christ, choose sides.

In the Chalcedonian defi nition the ecumenical church has made sev-
eral, very important, theological claims about the person Jesus of Naza-
reth: Jesus is fully human, Jesus is fully divine, and Jesus is fully human 
and fully divine in perfect unity. Th ese three affi  rmations have implica-
tions for contemporary Christology: (1) Jesus is the norm for humanity  —  
humanity redeemed and in proper relationship to God; (2) Jesus is God’s 
self-revelation  —  therefore, a Christian doctrine of God defi nes God in 
terms of what the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus reveal about God’s 
character; and (3) the union of true God and true humanity in the Incar-
nation must be understood in light of God’s triune identity  —  Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit eternally bound in a relationship of self-giving mutuality 
and fellowship. Th us, while the language of the ecumenical creeds might 
appear mired in the static categories of classical Greek metaphysics, the 
Chalcedonian defi nition can also point us toward a more relational and 
socially engaged Christian praxis grounded in Trinitarian theology.34

Th e descriptive typology employed earlier in this discussion does not 
view the various atonement theories as mutually exclusive. Granted, at 
diff erent times in the history of the church one or another has been em-
phasized to the exclusion of the others, but the fact remains that the ecu-
menical church has never singled out any one theory of atonement as au-
thoritatively binding. Rather, the church (to paraphrase Jon Sobrino) has 
chosen not to manipulate God, allowing God’s self-revelation on the cross 
to remain a mystery. Contemporary theologians should trust the collec-
tive wisdom of the church and resist absolutizing any one theory of atone-
ment. Sobrino’s emphasis on Christ’s redemptive suff ering on the cross 
diff erentiates him from North American liberation theologians like Mark 
L. Taylor who deny that the cross itself is salvifi c.35 Addressing Taylor’s 
concerns about atonement, U.S. Latino/a theology affi  rms the redemptive 
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suff ering of the Christ by emphasizing the following assertions: (1) Th ere 
is something unique about the work of Christ “for us” that no other hu-
man being can accomplish; (2) the work of salvation is inextricably linked 
to the Incarnation; (3) salvation is both spiritual and historical, involv-
ing a human moral response to the work of God in Christ; (4) salvation 
is both personal and corporate, shaping our moral response in socially 
transformative ways; and (5) salvation is not limited to Christ’s death on 
the cross but incorporates what Mark Taylor terms the “whole way of the 
cross”  —  that is, the life, ministry, and preaching of Jesus of Nazareth and 
the various Christian movements that to this day continue his work of 
reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:19 –  20).36

Mestizo Th eological Reconstruction: Th e Christ

Latino theologian Luis Pedraja begins his Christological refl ections by 
pondering how in Spanish the name of “Jesus the Christ” runs together 
into one word, “Jesucristo.” For Pedraja, this particularity of the Spanish 
language points to something extremely important about Christology  —  
namely, that the person of Christ cannot be divided from his work:

It is almost as if in that one phrase the entire christological problem is 
encapsulated and resolved. Jesus, the human being born of Mary into 
a particular history, context, and culture, comes together with the title, 
the Christ, the Messiah, the anointed of God. Th e words seem to con-
vey an innate understanding that we cannot take one without the other  
—  that we cannot understand who Jesus is apart from Jesus’ work as the 
Christ. . . . Jesucristo expresses, in a sense, the very essence of Christol-
ogy, the coming together of humanity and divinity in a way never before 
encountered.37

Pedraja’s Christological musings stand well within the long and rich 
tradition of Western Christianity reviewed earlier. Yet, as representative of 
a culturally and politically marginalized group, Hispanic theologies also 
provide an alternative to dominant theological models by utilizing “the 
lenses of bilingualism and biculturalism to examine Christology from a 
Hispanic perspective” in order to bring to light “new christological in-
sights and paradigms that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.”38 Justo 
L. González, in his introduction to Pedraja’s book-length Christology, 
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Jesus Is My Uncle (1999), writes that the most important contribution of 
this book is the insight “that when we look at Jesus through diff erent cul-
tural eyes, our image of Jesus is enriched.”39 Still, Pedraja’s contributions  
—  even at their most critical  —  are off ered for the betterment of the whole 
Christian tradition and the positive transformation of civil society. In 
Jesus Is My Uncle, Pedraja identifi es several important tensions Christol-
ogy needs to resolve. Concerning the doctrine of the Incarnation, Pedraja 
affi  rms that Christ is incarnate historically in the person Jesus of Nazareth 
and incarnate in the present through our acts of love:

God’s incarnational power cannot be limited to a single historical event. 
God also works within humanity in all ages through God’s love for us, 
empowering us to do God’s will and receive God’s revelation. Th us, 
through the power of the Holy Spirit, God’s love can become concretely 
incarnate through us, acting in us to reach others.40

Affi  rming that Christ is incarnate “through us” poses a challenge to more 
traditional understandings of the person of Christ that emphasize the 
uniqueness of the Incarnation, so Pedraja reinterprets the doctrine by ar-
guing that humanity encounters God in the midst of humanity  —  Christ 
revealed through culture.

Concerning the doctrine of Atonement (the work of salvation), Pedraja 
argues that Latino/as cling to the salvifi c aspect of Christ’s death as a 
source of hope: “In Jesus’ suff ering, they also see the promise of the resur-
rection and vindication for which they long.”41 Yet Pedraja is very aware 
that by limiting our understanding of salvation to the cross there is a dan-
ger of fetishizing death and “redemptive” suff ering, since focusing “on 
tragedy can easily become a way to idealizing martyrdom, passivity, and 
resignation to powerlessness. Th is tragic fatalism can resign us to suff er-
ing in this world while we long for deliverance in the next.”42 Nonetheless, 
one of the insights of the Latino/a Christian experience is the gift  of recog-
nizing “that in the face of suff ering, in the struggle of life and death, God 
is present with us. Just as God is present sacramentally in the Eucharist, 
God is present in the lives of those who suff er and agonize.”43 Hence, by 
emphasizing the Incarnation, theology can (1) overcome the tendency to 
“spiritualize” God’s command to love our neighbor, (2) interpret God on 
the cross as suff ering “with us” in solidarity and not just vicariously “for 
us,” and (3) focus on the whole life of Jesus in order to articulate a moral 
infl uence theory of atonement that emphasizes God’s love and rejects the 
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view that divine power is coercive. In the Christ event the world witnesses 
a reversal of the world’s values, coming to know God’s power as self-sacri-
fi cing love instead of as might and domination. Jon Sobrino’s infl uence on 
U.S. Latino/a theology, especially the notion that the Incarnation is essen-
tial for understanding salvation, allows us to see how Jesus was crucifi ed 
because he challenged the dominant theological perspectives of his day 
and threatened the political and cultural domination of the established 
powers. Accordingly, keeping “Christology enmeshed in the fl esh-and-
blood existence of human life”44 requires appropriating the Galilean iden-
tity of Jesus.

Th e Contemporary Relevance of Jesus’ Galilean Identity

Building upon recent biblical scholarship45 and the contributions of 
Latino/a theologian Virgilio Elizondo,46 Mark Taylor argues for a vision 
of Christian cultural engagement as adversarial politics grounded in Jesus’ 
Galilean identity as a member of a marginalized minority population or-
ganized to resist imperial domination:

In sum, Jesus’ struggle in a Galilee repressed by client-king Herod, by 
imperial Rome, and by a religious elite centered in Jerusalem who re-
inforced both was a struggle that anticipated and can inform our own 
today. Th is struggle is the way of one who was executed by state power. 
Th ose who follow his way now may also suff er the way of some execu-
tion, but because it is the way of the executed God, we may expect some 
fl ourishing.47

While Taylor has directed these insights toward dismantling the abuses of 
the U.S. penal system and its indiscriminate use of capital punishment, he 
also recognizes the importance of Jesus’ Galilean identity as a theologi-
cal resource for resisting racism in Elizondo’s work. Given Jesus’ identity 
as racially marginalized other, Latino/a Christological refl ections employ 
the Incarnation as the lens through which to view both humanity and 
divinity:

Th e overwhelming originality of Christianity is the basic belief of our 
faith that not only did the Son of God become a human being, but he 
became Jesus of Nazareth. Like every other man and woman, he was cul-
turally situated and conditioned by the time and space in which he lived. 
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Th e God of Jesus cannot be known unless Jesus is known (John 12:44 –  45, 
14:9). And we cannot really know Jesus of Nazareth unless we know him 
in the context of the historical and cultural situation of his people. Jesus 
was not simply a Jew, he was a Galilean Jew; throughout his life and his 
disciples were identifi ed as Galileans.48

A key diff erence between Taylor’s understanding of the adversarial poli-
tics arising from Jesus’ Galilean identity and how Virgilio Elizondo and 
other Latino/a theologians employ Jesus’ Galilean identity concerns the 
role given to the cross and crucifi xion in understanding Christ’s liberat-
ing work. Taylor strongly rejects traditional views of Christ’s crucifi xion 
as salvifi c because there is a “deep-running propensity in our culture, and 
also other cultures, to displace the faults and violence spread throughout 
the entire body politic onto a few bodies,”49 and most oft en in our so-
ciety these “scapegoats” are people of color. In spite of such objections, 
U.S. Latino/a theology affi  rms the cross as a locus of liberation  —  fully 
aware of the dangers of scapegoating  —  yet convinced that in the cross 
of Christ the “crucifi ed peoples” of the world fi nd hope and strength for 
their struggles.50

Luis Pedraja’s Christology retains the salvifi c power of the cross while 
arguing that this power is not linked to a substitutionary atonement for 
our transgressions. Instead, he articulates views that echo Abelard’s moral 
infl uence theory:

To see God as exacting such a price from humanity or from Jesus is to 
paint a sadistic picture of God’s justice as one that can be satisfi ed only by 
infl icting pain and suff ering. . . . Th e salvifi c power of the cross resides in 
its power to reveal the depth of God’s love for us  —  a love that is willing 
to endure humiliation, suff ering, and death at our hands  —  and the depth 
of our sin.51

Answering the question “Who is Jesus Christ for us?” Pedraja makes the 
following theological affi  rmations: (1) Jesus reveals God’s nature is love: 
“Th e content of Jesus’ revelation is the extent and nature of God’s love 
for humanity and all of creation”;52 (2) Jesus reveals God in the midst of 
humanity; and (3) Jesus reveals where and when God is present  —  namely, 
“God is present in those who act justly and compassionately out of their 
love for others.”53 Aptly, the contemporary relevance of Jesus’ Galilean 
identity stems from a view of the Incarnation that does not limit itself to 
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the earthly life and ministry of Jesus but dares to identify the risen Christ 
as incarnate in the lives of the marginalized and rejected of the world. Th e 
logical consequence is a view that not only privileges the experience of 
the poor and oppressed in understanding the work of salvation but also 
understands liberation as integral to the Trinitarian life of God.

Understanding “Christ through Culture”

Pedraja brings Christology and praxis together, affi  rming the method-
ology of Gustavo Gutiérrez, who writes: “For liberation theologians or-
thodoxy (right belief) is coupled with orthopraxis (right action) so that 
the former is judged by the latter.”54 Consequently, Pedraja concludes that 
“God’s love reveals itself through concrete action.”55 Driven by a commit-
ment to understand the Incarnation as a present reality and not just a past 
historical event, Pedraja contends Hispanic christologies begin not with 
abstract speculation but with the concrete experiences of Latino/as and 
argues that “anyone who takes the Incarnation seriously truly” cannot 
separate “Christ or Christianity from its cultural and historical matrix.”56 
Th us, it is vital that theology adequately understands the intersection of 
faith and culture, and comes to terms with the role of culture in theologi-
cal construction. To this end, Pedraja appeals to H. Richard Niebuhr’s fi ve 
paradigms for understanding Christ’s relationship to culture, and off ers 
his own paradigm: Christ through culture.57

Niebuhr would categorize most Latino/a understandings of the Christ 
under the “Christ of culture” paradigm that views Christ as “part of cul-
ture in the sense that he himself is part of the social heritage that must be 
transmitted and converted.”58 Without disregarding the value of Niebuhr’s 
paradigms for understanding the relationship of Christianity to culture, 
Pedraja rejects the “Christ of culture” paradigm in favor of his own for-
mulation, “Christ through culture,” because we cannot reduce Christian-
ity to culture.59 Still, “we must agree with Niebuhr’s fi ft h paradigm, Christ 
transforming culture. We do want Christ and Christianity to exert a pro-
phetic voice in culture in the hopes of a transformation. Liberation the-
ologies, in their eschatological aim for the reign of God on earth, work 
toward the transformation of culture.”60 Pedraja’s major critique of Nie-
buhr’s paradigms concerns the inadequacy of Niebuhr’s “high” view of 
culture because it ignores everyday life and popular religion, important 
sources for U.S. Latino/a theological refl ection yet practices oft en ignored 
as “low” and unimportant in the academic study of culture: “Culture is 
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what cultivates and cares for the human spirit, civilization, and society 
along with all the things that emerge out of that process of cultivation, in-
cluding language and technology, making the term more inclusive in na-
ture.”61 Th e implication of claiming that all aspects of human experience 
are embedded in particular cultural matrices is that both divine revelation 
and theological refl ection occur within culture.

Understanding “Christ through culture” presumes two things: (1) Jesus 
is not a mere creation of culture, though born into a particular culture, 
and (2) God’s revelation never occurs separate from culture (i.e., there is 
no unmediated experience of the divine). Given this understanding, the 
theologian’s task is not to abstract Christ from culture in order to attain 
some kernel of transcendent truth free from cultural distortions, but to 
discern how Christ is known in and through particular cultures. To this 
end, Pedraja adopts Paul Tillich’s correlational method in order to in-
terpret the New Testament witness as a model and guide for discerning 
“how Christ comes to us through our cultures and our experiences.”62 By 
observing how the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth correlate to our 
situation, we “are called to discern who Jesus is and what he means to us. 
At the same time, we must also be able to discern how and where Jesus 
comes through culture to meet us.”63

Encountering Christ through culture, Pedraja navigates the distinction 
between the transcendence and immanence of God while affi  rming both:

In love, God’s transcendence does not negate God’s immanence in any 
respect. Most Hispanics believe in an immanent God who is accessible to 
them and who stands with them. But they also believe in a transcendent 
God who can empower them. Th e God of the Incarnation is also the God 
of the Resurrection and of the Ascension.64

Rather than focusing on the epistemological issues surrounding God’s 
self-revelation in Christ  —  as with much modern theology aft er Immanuel 
Kant that posits a false choice between divine revelation and human ex-
perience  —  Pedraja opts to “understand who God is by what God does,”65 
placing the emphasis of Christology on Jesus’ activity rather than his ab-
stract divinity, “thereby uniting two of the traditional christological ques-
tions: the work and the person of Jesus.”66 Pedraja labels this approach 
a theological ontopraxis  —  understanding God’s being in terms of God’s 
actions. Refl ecting both Gutiérrez’s methodological concerns and Eber-
hard Jüngel’s eff orts to transcend static metaphysical categories in order 
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to better understand God’s presence in human history as God “for us,”67 
Pedraja argues that “theology and Christology will have to move beyond 
traditional ontological concerns, with their quest for being and its struc-
tures, towards ontopraxis  —  active being.”68 Th e most radical implication 
of theological ontopraxis is the requirement “that theology today be done 
not just by being attentive to where we once encountered God’s work  —  
the Exodus, the Incarnation, the cross, and the Resurrection  —  but also by 
being attentive to where God continues to work today.”69

Pedraja’s reconstruction of Christology from a Hispanic perspective 
has much in common with Mark Taylor’s understanding of the “way of 
the cross,” arguing that the church needs to articulate a broader conceptu-
alization of the Incarnation that embraces the risen Christ’s ongoing work 
in the world:

Th rough those who suff er at the hands of others, God becomes incar-
nate as the object and recipient of the very real consequences of our sin. 
Th rough those who struggle on behalf of life, who act out of love and 
compassion for others, God becomes incarnate as a subjective agent of 
history, working to transform human history into God’s kingdom, where 
love and justice reign.70

A view of Christ incarnate wherever the work of liberation is present 
challenges the church to embrace public theology: “It requires the church 
to pay close attention to the active presence of God in human history and 
society . . . the church must be willing to discern God’s presence in the 
world and to follow to wherever God leads, for there is where the church 
truly should be.”71 While advocating a moral infl uence theory of atone-
ment, Pedraja nonetheless remains faithful to the notion that the work 
of salvation is inextricably linked to the Incarnation. Given this investi-
gation’s methodological commitment to preserving the uniqueness of the 
Incarnation  —  that there is something about the work of Christ “for us” 
that no other human being can accomplish  —  how do we make sense of 
Pedraja’s more inclusive understanding of the Incarnation?

Christian Praxis as the “Way of the Cross”

Understanding “Christ through culture” does not negate the reality of 
divine revelation. Rather, it forces theology to become fully incarnational 
by accepting culture as a central source of theological refl ection, since “our 
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experience of God and our interpretation of that experience occur within 
this cultural matrix.”72 In other words, there are no revelations from God 
that are not highly contextualized, so that when we encounter God it is 
always within a particular historical and cultural context. Not only do 
theologians have to work hard to discern the meaning of theological sym-
bols in their original sociocultural context  —  for example, by locating the 
life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth within the context of fi rst-century 
Israel  —  they also have to interpret and translate these symbols for their 
contemporary context.

A guiding principle of Pedraja’s theological method is the realization 
that all human beings “live at the intersections of cultures.”73 Not surpris-
ingly, mestizaje is an important, multifaceted concept of central impor-
tance to his theology because

the very defi nition of culture is in itself fl uid and transitional, caught up 
in generalities, defi nitions, and discourses. . . . there is a sense in which 
culture defi es a given defi nition. . . . ultimately, culture, like context, is 
not a singular reality, but a plurality of realities containing our creations 
and artifacts  —  creations that sustain, form, and transform us as we con-
tinually transform them. Culture cultivates us as we cultivate it.74

Consequently, the metaphor of mestizaje  —  grounded in the Hispanic ex-
perience of embodying two diff erent cultures  —  provides valuable insights 
for analyzing the relationship between divine revelation and culture. How-
ever, while it seems almost tautological to claim that in today’s pluralistic 
society most people live at the intersection of two or more cultures, U.S. 
Latino/a theologians like Luis Pedraja intentionally embrace mestizaje  —  
rather than the more universal (also more abstract) paradigm of hybrid-
ity  —  because they want to make a specifi c criticism about the dominant 
understanding of cultural interaction. It is not enough to affi  rm plural-
ism; theology needs to also address the complexities of power, politics, 
and domination by employing a hermeneutics of suspicion. U.S. Latino/a 
theologians embrace mestizaje as a theological metaphor because it brings 
to mind (1) the long and painful history of the European conquest of the 
Americas, (2) the continuing U.S. policies that threaten the sovereignty of 
Latin America and the Caribbean, (3) the stratifi cation of society accord-
ing to racial/ethnic diff erence that accompanied that conquest, and (4) the 
fact that Euro-American culture still perpetuates white cultural and polit-
ical domination through the economic exploitation of the racially “other.” 
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Ultimately, the metaphor of mestizaje  —  in spite of its multivalent character 
and potential to essentialize racial diff erences  —  remains a strongly libera-
tive paradigm for analyzing and transforming North American society.

Luis Pedraja embraces the eschatological hope proclaimed in Virgilio 
Elizondo’s groundbreaking Galilean Journey (1984), arguing that, as dif-
ferent races and cultures intermarry and become embodied in mestizo 
peoples, old biases are harder to maintain: “Despite those who advocate 
preserving racial purity, we are inevitably headed to a global mestizaje 
and mulatez.”75

On this point, Pedraja is vulnerable to the same critique I made of Eli-
zondo in chapter 2, that there is no guarantee that mestizos  —  in spite of 
having experienced marginalization and oppression at the hands of both 
parent cultures  —  will embrace the work of political liberation. In fact, as 
demonstrated by Cornel West’s genealogy of racism, one of the greatest 
tragedies of racism is its power to entrap the very victims of racist so-
cial structures into perpetuating racism, as in the case of racial minor-
ity groups who create social hierarchies among themselves based on skin 
color. However, whereas I criticized Elizondo for not adequately articulat-
ing how those who are oppressed and marginalized  —  and not just their 
oppressors  —  can come to experience a conversion to God’s preferential 
option for the poor and oppressed, Luis Pedraja’s refl ections on the In-
carnation off er a means of empowering the faith community to combat 
racism within the church and in the broader society.

Incarnating Christ Today: “Th e Story Does Not End at the Cross . . .”

In Jesus Is My Uncle, Pedraja claims that the Incarnation is the “ultimate” 
mestizaje because “the Incarnation joins human and divine natures with-
out dissolving the uniqueness of their diff erences.”76 Beyond Jesus’ Gali-
lean identity as culturally and ethnically mixed, Christ is mestizo because 
in the Incarnation, “God has a human face of fl esh and blood” and “is 
also incorporated into humanity.”77 Accordingly, just as the reality of bio-
logical mestizaje can contribute to the dissolution of racial and cultural 
barriers (Elizondo), the Incarnation dissolves the radical discontinuity 
between humanity and God characteristic of many Christological ap-
proaches. Consequently, if a theology is to remain faithful to the principle 
of Incarnation  —  that God is revealed in the midst of human life  —  then it 
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must account for how God is incarnate here and now, and not just during 
the lifetime of Jesus of Nazareth.

U.S. Latino/a theology is unabashedly a liberation theology. In articu-
lating a liberation Christology, Latino/a theologians begin their theologi-
cal refl ection with the popular beliefs and practices of Latino/a peoples. 
Th erefore, while there might be some cognitive dissonance among some 
Latino/a believers who want to more strongly affi  rm the uniqueness of 
Christ’s Incarnation, there is also widespread support for an understand-
ing of the Incarnation as manifest in our works of love. Scripturally, 
the latter perspective is grounded in a favorite Gospel text of liberation 
theologians:

“For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was 
naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I 
was in prison and you visited me.” Th en the righteous will answer him, 
“Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty 
and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a 
stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when 
was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” And the king 
will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least 
of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.” (Matt. 25:35 –  
40, NRSV)

As Luis Pedraja continually reminds us, “the story does not end at the 
cross.”78 He argues that the Resurrection, like the Incarnation, affi  rms our 
material existence and empowers us to engage in socially transformative 
praxis: “Taken together, the cross and the resurrection promise us that 
life and love will triumph over death and hatred by confronting them and 
enduring in spite of them. . . . Th e promise of life in spite of death em-
boldens and empowers us to live and to confront evil.”79 One of these new 
possibilities is Virgilio Elizondo’s vision of a universal mestizaje, in which 
God takes that which the world has rejected  —  the racially mixed “other”  
—  and through this particular cultural reality reveals a new way of living 
together that strives to overcome relationships of domination and other 
exclusionary practices.

Pedraja fully embraces Elizondo’s beautiful eschatological vision and 
weaves it into his understanding of Christian doctrine, so that when he 
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refl ects on the consequences of Christ’s saving work he can conclude, 
“Our salvation comes through our reconciliation with God and through 
the restoration of proper relationship with God and creation, making 
possible the creation of new forms of community.”80 Th e closing chapter 
of Pedraja’s Jesus Is My Uncle, entitled “Love Enacted,” draws upon the 
miracle of Pentecost (Acts 2:1 –  11) to elaborate upon this new way of being 
community. Pedraja interprets Pentecost as the undoing of the punish-
ment meted out at Babel (Gen. 11:1 –  9) because the “people attempted to 
build a community through a common language.”81 By contrast, at Pente-
cost a new way of being community  —  a mestizo community  —  is inaugu-
rated by the power of the Holy Spirit, in which “God affi  rms our diverse 
languages and cultures, without the imposition of one language upon 
everyone. . . . Th e miracle of Pentecost is that everyone is able to hear 
God’s word in their own tongue.”82 Rather than coercing a false sense of 
community through domination and social control, or simply breaking 
off  into small enclaves of like-minded others, the new community born 
from Christ’s saving work embraces diff erence and strives to build bridges 
between diff erent cultures because in Christ we fi nd an all-inclusive com-
mon ground that does not dissolve our cultural particularities. It bears 
repeating: at Pentecost everyone heard the Word of God in his or her own 
language. In other words, in Christ and through the Spirit we fi nd a genu-
ine mestizaje.

Th is inclusive community created by God at Pentecost not only cele-
brates cultural diversity but also struggles for social justice. As recorded in 
the book of Acts, the Christian community in Jerusalem “not only shared 
communion through the Eucharist but also shared their meals and prop-
erty as needed (Acts 2:44 –  47). Pentecost formed a community that broke 
through not just the barriers of language and culture but also the barri-
ers of wealth and social class.”83 Th is latter point, what Virgilio Elizondo 
terms the “Jerusalem principle,” makes it clear that a vital aspect for un-
derstanding Christ’s saving work is the importance of transgressing bor-
ders for the sake of a more equitable social order. It is not enough to self-
identify as a marginalized minority group and then unite as an isolated 
ethnic community for political survival; genuine mestizo identity seeks 
to overturn the very process of social, political, and cultural marginaliza-
tion in order to establish a society that recognizes the full humanity of all 
God’s children. Given this understanding, mestizo identity cannot be re-
duced to either biology or culture; rather, mestizaje is the embodiment of 
a spiritual reality  —  “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” 
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(Phil. 2:5, NRSV). Accordingly, it is not merely a static identity but one 
characterized by a concrete liberating praxis best described as the con-
tinuation of Christ’s saving work.

Understanding the person and work of Christ helps us to see how hu-
manity is reconciled to God; understanding the work of the Holy Spirit 
will help us see how humanity is reconciled with one another. In the next 
chapter, I discuss the work of the Holy Spirit in founding and empowering 
the community of faith, arguing that moral agency is a crucial dimension 
of mestizaje  —  one that requires continuous eff ort to sustain. Interpreting 
the account of Pentecost in Acts 2 through the lens of U.S. Hispanic expe-
rience demonstrates how the unity of the eschatological community rests 
upon a spirit of solidarity made possible by both God’s initiative and hu-
manity’s faithful response. Genuine, long-lasting solidarity is made pos-
sible by the power of the Holy Spirit because it is only in the Spirit that we 
can overcome the diff erences that divide us without negating each other’s 
particularities.
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Th e Spirit of Community

Th is theological investigation of mestizaje as a paradigm for 
resisting racism began by affi  rming the Christian belief that God is the 
Creator of heaven and earth who made humanity in all its great diversity 
the very image of God. In critical conversation with Virgilio Elizondo’s 
theological refl ections on Our Lady of Guadalupe, chapter 4 articulated a 
more inclusive doctrine of Creation that fully incorporates the reality of 
mestizaje into the imago Dei. Th en, by engaging Latino/a contributions to 
Christology that reconceptualize mestizaje as a liberating praxis grounded 
in the doctrine of Incarnation, the previous chapter affi  rmed that Christ 
is incarnate wherever the work of liberation is manifest  —  that is, mestizaje 
understood as the embodied continuation of Christ’s saving work. Ac-
cordingly, this chapter undertakes a discussion of the work of the Holy 
Spirit in founding and empowering the new community in Christ.

Christian systematic theology has traditionally discussed the church’s 
life together under the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. By affi  rming faith in 
the Holy Spirit, who empowers humanity for the ministry of reconcilia-
tion, our understanding of mestizaje as theological metaphor is enriched. 
Given those traditional understandings of justifi cation and sanctifi cation 
that stress the Christian life begins with conversion, and that conversion 
is made possible by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the following pneu-
matological refl ections accentuate solidarity with the poor and oppressed 
as an important mark of spiritual conversion. In discussing the theophany 
at Guadalupe, I considered whether or not a Christocentric theology al-
lows for “new” revelations from God independent of the Christ event and 
concluded that events like Guadalupe are “Christian” only insofar as they 
bear witness to the central Christian revelation. However, I also contend 
that Christian theology needs to broaden its conception of revelation 
to include new cultural manifestations of the Gospel; hence the need to 
advocate for a more inclusive understanding of Incarnation that recog-
nizes God’s action in the world wherever we fi nd the work of liberation. 
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Focusing theological refl ection upon the work of the Holy Spirit enables 
the church to embrace God’s presence in human cultures as well as God’s 
presence beyond the Christian community. Th us, I begin by raising a 
question implied but never adequately stated in both chapter 4, on the 
doctrine of Creation, and chapter 5, on the person and work of Christ: 
Does the church community exclusively mediate reliable knowledge of God? 
Or is reliable knowledge of God available independent of the teachings of 
the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church?

Arguing that solidarity is a gift  of the Holy Spirit, I defend the posi-
tion that God’s presence is manifest in concrete liberating praxis, which 
is oft en found outside the faith community, then respond to critics of lib-
eration theology who say that liberationists have reduced the knowledge 
of God to liberating praxis. Th eologian Eugene F. Rogers Jr. describes the 
problematic as follows:

A thesis about the knowledge of God and the community, however, raises 
a number of challenges. Some of them are questions about knowledge 
of God apparently outside the church. If the knowledge of God belongs 
with the practices of the community, or if the practices of God yield the 
community’s knowledge, what does that mean about apparent knowledge 
of God outside the community? Does God address the community from 
without? Does God address the community through those who dissent 
from its teaching? . . . To put it in trendier terms, what of the knowledge 
of God that is other to the community? Or in more biblical terms, what 
of the knowledge of God of the stranger?1

Luis Pedraja’s paradigm for knowing “Christ through culture” illumines 
the work of the Holy Spirit in the world, especially when the Spirit is lo-
cated outside “traditional” understandings of Christian community. Th e-
ology should not only attend “to where we once encountered God’s work  
—  the Exodus, the Incarnation, the cross, and the Resurrection  —  but also 
by being attentive to where God continues to work today.”2 Seeking the 
same degree of attentiveness to the ongoing work of Christ in the world, 
Mark Taylor proposes the metaphor of “tracking spirit” for understanding 
“spirit in culture”:

We can highlight the following features, then, of a theology that is track-
ing spirit, and doing so as a form of cultural critique in the United States 
today. First: if we envision a tracking person or group that seeks another 
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person or group, the latter being lost in a woods or at a distance but leav-
ing tracks, then we know that tracking entails searching and investiga-
tion. We can begin with the already-noted feature of the metaphor, and 
recall that theology is a searching and investigating refl ection, attempting to 
discern the tracks of spirit. It searches for tracks left , for example, by limi-
nal dwellers and spinners (as labyrinthine as these may be!), by integra-
tive visionaries, and by those fi ghting and hoping for liberation.3

Given that U.S. Latino/a theology names “liberation” its most critical 
marker for tracking spirit in culture, the work of Ada María Isasi-Díaz  
—  with its emphasis on community and solidarity (defi ned as mutuality 
striving for “radical structural change”)4  —  orients this discussion of the 
work of the Holy Spirit in transforming church and society:

Given the network of oppressive structures in our world today that so 
control and dominate the vast majority of human beings, the only way we 
can continue to claim the centrality of love of neighbor for Christians is 
to redefi ne what it means and what it demands of us. Solidarity, then, be-
comes the new way of understanding and living out this commandment 
of the gospel.5

Consequently, “solidarity can and should be considered the sine qua non 
of salvation.”6 Th is chapter explores the praxis of solidarity in order to 
conceptualize the work of the Holy Spirit as building community through 
transformative social action. Given the prevalence of privatized forms of 
spirituality in North American society, it is important to identify those 
traditional themes and resources that allow for a more liberative  —  and 
politically engaged  —  reconstruction of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit.

Some Pneumatological Assumptions

Many theologians lament that Western theological refl ection has long 
neglected the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Even a theological giant like 
Karl Barth, whose Church Dogmatics signaled a renewal in Trinitarian 
theology, has been accused of “apparent binitarianism” for writing book 
IV/3, §72, on the Holy Spirit and the mission of the church, “entirely 
without mention of the Spirit.”7 Many times in the past, the church has 
been suspicious of the work of the Holy Spirit, as evidenced by ecclesial 
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opposition to Spirit-driven renewal movements like the radical reformers 
in sixteenth-century Europe or the Latin American base communities of 
the 1970s and 1980s. In fact, this distrust dates back to the second century 
CE with the condemnation of the Montanists, which set the pattern for 
all future ecclesiastical responses to Spirit movements. Th e current his-
torical moment, with the rise of Pentecostalism, charismatic movements 
within Roman Catholicism and mainline Protestantism, and the renewed 
dialogue between Eastern and Western Christianity, has moved the Holy 
Spirit to the forefront of contemporary theology.8 For example, Orthodox 
theologian John D. Zizioulas, in Being as Communion (1985), argues that 
the church is “the image of the Triune God,” therefore humankind “can 
approach God only through the Son and in the Holy Spirit.”9 According 
to Zizioulas, ever since the Eastern and Western churches parted over the 
fi lioque controversy, both traditions have tended to emphasize potentially 
harmful extremes:

Orthodox theology runs the danger of historically disincarnating the 
Church; by contrast, the West risks tying it primarily to history, either 
in the form of an extreme Christocentrism  —  an imitatio Christi  —  lacking 
the essential infl uence of pneumatology or in the form of a social activ-
ism or moralism which tries to play in the Church the role of the image 
of God. Consequently, the two theologies, Eastern and Western, need to 
meet in depth, to recover the authentic patristic synthesis which will pro-
tect them from the above dangers.10

Hopefully, the current resurgence in Pneumatology and Christian spiri-
tuality will contribute to a creative reconstruction of the doctrine of the 
Holy Spirit that recognizes and values the presence of God beyond the 
narrow confi nes of past theological formulations.

Th ere is credence to the charge that Western theology has a defi cient 
or underdeveloped Pneumatology. In developing a liberative doctrine of 
the Holy Spirit, three conceptual steps help heighten the distinct agency 
of the Holy Spirit, thus overcoming the charge of subordinationism with-
out severing the work of the Spirit from God’s plan for salvation in Christ. 
First, it is important that Christian theology not speak of just any spirit, 
but of the Holy Spirit who is truly God in perfect communion with the 
Father and the Son and therefore an agent of God’s salvifi c work. Con-
sequently, Christian theology needs reliable criteria for identifying and 
accurately naming the spirits: “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but 
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test the spirits to see whether they are from God; for many false prophets 
have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every 
spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the fl esh is from God, 
and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God” (1 John 4:1 –  
3, NRSV). Clearly, not every spirit that claims to be from God is from 
God. For this reason  —  in spite of the danger that Christocentrism can de-
teriorate into Christomonism  —  Western theology defends the addition of 
the fi lioque clause to the Nicene Creed as a means of testing the spirits. 
By declaring the work of the Spirit inseparable from the work of Christ, 
the Western church affi  rms that the Christ event is the defi nitive and 
normative revelation of God.11 As demonstrated in the previous chap-
ter, when we speak about the person and work of Christ, we speak about 
God’s work for liberation in human history and not just the eschatologi-
cal hope of eternal salvation. Hence, an emancipatory Pneumatology uses 
the term Holy to identify the Spirit that comes from God as that Spirit 
distinguished from other spirits by its unwavering critique of moral evil 
and social injustice. Th erefore, among our criteria for testing the spirits, 
the work of liberation takes precedence: “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and 
where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor. 3:17, NRSV).

Second, having linked (though not limited) the work of the Spirit to 
the work of liberation, it is important to account for the various ways the 
New Testament describes the Holy Spirit. John’s Gospel proclaims, “God 
is spirit” (John 4:24); Matthew identifi es the Holy Spirit as the Father’s 
spirit (Matt. 10:20), while the apostle Paul refers to “the Spirit of his Son” 
(Gal. 4:6); elsewhere in the New Testament, the Spirit is called “the Spirit 
of grace” (Heb. 10:29), the “Spirit of truth” (John 14:17), and “God’s gift ” 
(Acts 8:20). Regardless of the specifi c nuances emphasized by each of 
these titles given to the Spirit, they all affi  rm that the work of the Holy 
Spirit, while a distinct agent in salvation history, is inseparable from what 
God has done “for us” in Christ. Sixteenth-century Reformer John Calvin 
is oft en praised for the thoroughness of his theological refl ection on the 
work of the Holy Spirit. In Calvin we fi nd a clear understanding of how 
we participate in the life of Christ and receive the benefi ts of the Incarna-
tion and Atonement:

First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, 
and we are separated from him, all that he has suff ered and done for the 
salvation of the human race remains useless and of no value to us. Th ere-
fore, to share with us what he has received from the Father, he had to 
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become ours and to dwell within us. . . . Yet since we see that not all 
indiscriminately embrace that communion with Christ which is off ered 
through the gospel, reason itself teaches us to climb higher and to exam-
ine into the secret energy of the Spirit, by which we come to enjoy Christ 
and all his benefi ts. . . . To sum up, the Holy Spirit is the bond by which 
Christ eff ectually unites us to himself.12

While Calvin’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit has been criticized for focus-
ing too much on the inner testimony of the Holy Spirit in transforming 
the individual believer to the detriment of our understanding of the Spir-
it’s role in fostering the intersubjective bonds of the renewed community, 
such criticism ignores the fact that Calvin locates the individual believ-
er’s subjective appropriation of Christ’s redemption in the context of the 
Christian community. In fact, Calvin stressed the authority of the visible, 
earthly church as necessary for salvation, following Cyprian in describing 
the church as the “mother” of all believers:

For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother conceive us 
in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she 
keep us under her care and guidance until, putting off  mortal fl esh, we 
become like the angels. Our weakness does not allow us to be dismissed 
from her school until we have been pupils all our lives. Furthermore, 
away from her bosom one cannot hope for any forgiveness of sins or any 
salvation, as Isaiah [Isa. 37:32] and Joel [Joel 2:32] testify.13

Accordingly, we should read Calvin’s treatment of the Christian life in 
book III of the Institutes alongside book IV on the church and sacra-
ments, which is titled, “On the External Means or Helps by which God 
invites us into the Society of Christ and keeps us in it.” So while union 
with Christ is brought about by the inner work of the Holy Spirit, the 
Spirit uses earthly means  —  that is, the church  —  to eff ect this union.

Emphasizing the work of the Holy Spirit within the believer, Calvin 
does not juxtapose the individual over against the church; rather, he lo-
cates the work of the Holy Spirit primarily within the community of faith, 
recognizing the Spirit’s role in creating and preserving this community. 
Calvin even counsels believers that, “whatever a godly man can do he 
ought to be able to do for his brothers, providing for himself in no way 
other than to have his mind intent upon the common upbuilding of the 
church.”14 Th us, it is important that a contemporary reconstruction of the 



218 Th e Spirit of Community

doctrine of the Holy Spirit account for how believers both subjectively ap-
propriate and communally embody the reality of salvation in Christ, or 
risk alienating those who hunger for a deeper relationship with God yet 
feel church structures stifl e genuine spirituality. In practice, and in marked 
contrast to Calvin’s “high” ecclesiology, this might mean fi nding the com-
munity of the Holy Spirit outside the confi nes of traditional defi nitions of 
“church.”

Finally, given this understanding of the gift s of the Spirit as possess-
ing an inherently communal dimension, a contemporary Pneumatology 
should view the Christian life as a process of spiritual growth character-
ized by increased solidarity with our “neighbors”  —  especially the poor 
and marginalized (Matt. 25:31 –  46; Luke 10:25 –  37). In Christ, by the power 
of the Holy Spirit, humanity is reconciled with God and with one another, 
united as one community regardless of nationality, race, gender, or class 
(Gal. 3:28), and made members of one body, interdependent on one an-
other (1 Cor. 12:12 –  31). Th e central affi  rmations of a Trinitarian theology 
are faith in God the Creator, whose image and likeness each and every 
human being bears, faith in Christ through whom we are reconciled to 
God, and faith in the Holy Spirit, who transforms and empowers us to 
participate in Christ’s ministry of reconciliation. An inescapable conse-
quence of our belief in a Trinitarian God whose very nature is community 
is the belief that humankind was created to live in lasting communion 
with God and with one another. Consequently, questions about the nature 
of the church and its mission cannot be avoided.

Th e church, while a fl awed human institution always in need of refor-
mation and renewal, is nonetheless the kingdom of God in our midst, or 
in more pragmatic political terms, an alternative community that stands 
in contrast to the world in order to model a new way of being commu-
nity grounded in relationships of inclusion, mutuality, and reconciliation. 
Among the many biblical images of the church (ecclesia), a liberating the-
ology emphasizes the image of the church as (1) the body of Christ (1 Cor. 
12:12 –  31), in which all members are interdependent and work together to 
carry out Christ’s mission in the world, (2) God’s servant people (Mark 
10:45; 2 Cor. 4:5; Matt. 20:26 –  28) who serve God through both worship 
and love of neighbor, and (3) the community of the Spirit (Acts 2; Joel 
2:28 –  29) empowered and guided by the Holy Spirit to transform the 
world through the ministry of reconciliation and thus serving as a visible 
sign of God’s salvation here and now. However, traditional understand-
ings of the nature and mission of the church  —  even when grounded in 
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biblical images of servanthood  —  have rarely done justice to the radical 
call of the Gospel that affi  rms Christ’s presence among the poor, the hun-
gry, the sick, and the imprisoned (Matt. 25:31 –  46). As a result, the church 
is called to be more present among the poor, the hungry, the sick, and the 
imprisoned.

To this end, the Spirit regenerates us to the life God originally in-
tended  —  as persons meant to live in communion with God and with one 
another  —  by overcoming existing relationships of exclusion and domina-
tion through the praxis of solidarity in relationships of mutuality. Jürgen 
Moltmann identifi es fellowship (koinonia) as the special gift  of the Holy 
Spirit:

“Th e fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all,” runs an ancient Chris-
tian benedictory formulary (II Cor. 13.13). Why is the special gift  of the 
Spirit seen to be its fellowship (koinonia), whereas grace is ascribed to 
Christ, and love to the Father? In his “fellowship” the Spirit evidently 
gives himself. He himself enters into the fellowship with believers, and 
draws them into his fellowship. . . . Fellowship means opening ourselves 
for one another, giving one another a share in ourselves. It creates respect 
for one another. Fellowship lives in reciprocal participation and from 
mutual recognition. Fellowship comes into being when people who are 
diff erent have something in common, and when what is in common is 
shared by diff erent people.15

Jesus proclaimed that the greatest commandment is to love God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind, and to love your 
neighbor as yourself (Matt. 22:34 –  40; Mark 12:28 –  31; Luke 10:25 –  28), af-
fi rming that “God is experienced not merely individually. . . . He is ex-
perienced socially too, in the encounter with others.”16 Hence, the new 
community founded by the power of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2) is distin-
guished by solidarity. Latina theologian Ada María Isasi-Díaz, who has 
written extensively on liberation praxis and advocates a paradigm shift  
in Christian ethics from an emphasis on charity toward an emphasis on 
solidarity, contributes an appreciation for the social consequences of the 
Spirit’s indwelling in a mestizo reconstruction of Pneumatology.17 While 
Isasi-Díaz does not articulate an explicit doctrine of the Holy Spirit, she 
does link the unfolding of the “kin-dom” with the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Th e Spirit’s presence is also recognized in her affi  rmation of the Catholic 
doctrine of sensus fi delium.18
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Indwelling and Solidarity

Reformed theologian Karl Barth describes the work of the Holy Spirit in 
part as the “subjective realisation of the atonement,” since atonement “is 
both a divine act and off er and also an active human participation in it.”19 
Accordingly, the Christian community is itself the work of the Holy Spirit 
“in the form of a human activity” with a defi nite history:

To describe its being we must abandon the usual distinctions between 
being and act, status and dynamic, essence and existence. Its act is its be-
ing, its status is dynamic, is essence its existence. Th e Church is when it 
takes place that God lets certain men live as His servants, His friends, His 
children, the witnesses of the reconciliation of the world with Himself as 
it has taken place in Jesus Christ.20

While this embodied manifestation of the Holy Spirit has a particular 
form, it cannot be reduced to the historical church, since we can neither 
control nor limit the work of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, in order to 
avoid “ecclesiastical Docetism,” the invisible church must be made vis-
ible as a distinctive public presence in human culture: “For the work of 
the Holy Spirit as the awakening power of Jesus Christ would not take 
place at all if the invisible did not become visible, if the Christian com-
munity did not take on and have an earthly-historical form.”21 Barth 
goes so far as to proclaim that the church, as the body of Christ, is “the 
earthly-historical form of existence of Jesus Christ Himself.”22 In other 
words, faith in Jesus Christ  —  made possible by the power of the Holy 
Spirit  —  is intimately linked to faith in the church (“We believe in one 
holy catholic and apostolic Church”): “Because He is, it is; it is, because 
He is.”23

Th us, if the community of faith is the locus of God’s work for lib-
eration, and the work of the Holy Spirit creates and sustains this spiri-
tual community, then an emancipatory reconstruction of Pneumatology 
must account for the interrelation of the Spirit’s indwelling with the his-
torical possibility of genuine solidarity. U.S. Latino/a theology employs 
mestizaje as a theological paradigm for transforming the community of 
faith into a community committed to economic, political, and cultural 
liberation. However, with the emancipatory potential of mestizaje also 
comes the risk of essentializing Latino/a cultural identity. Ada María Isasi-
Díaz (along with other mujerista theologians) cautions against idealizing 
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mestizo/a identity, since glossing over vital cultural and political diff er-
ences undermines the community’s goal of embodying an inclusive and 
socially transformative praxis. Rather than emphasizing the inherited as-
pects of mestizaje  —  biology and culture  —  Isasi-Díaz argues for an under-
standing of mestizaje as a political decision:

First, there is a need for an in-depth analysis not only of diff erences 
among Hispanics, but of the way we deal with diff erences, because if we 
do not embrace diff erences there is no possibility of mestizaje. Second, 
we acknowledge that because ethnicity is a social construct, a heuristic 
device that includes not only biological and cultural characteristics but 
also social and economic elements of the Hispanic community in the 
U.S.A., Hispanics have a choice: we must choose to be or not to be His-
panics, and this includes choosing mestizaje as a way of understanding 
and interpreting ourselves.24

Simply put, Hispanics in the United States represent a diversity of na-
tionalities, political perspectives, and religious traditions. Most Latino/
as describe themselves according to their country of origin (even when 
born and raised in the United States!), saying, “I am Puerto Rican” or “I 
am Colombian,” rather than saying, “I am Latino/a” or “I am Hispanic.” 
Th erefore, to self-identify as “Latino/a” or “Hispanic” is an act of politi-
cal solidarity  —  recognition that in the North American context Latino/
as, regardless of skin color or country of origin, are subjected to cultural 
and political marginalization25  —  that reveals a commitment to the politi-
cal empowerment of all Hispanics.

In this context, mestizaje becomes a paradigm for Christian ethics that 
both respects diff erence and off ers resistance to all forms of domination. 
While recognizing the similarities that bind U.S. Latino/as together, Isasi-
Díaz also appreciates that “the insistence on particularity and specifi city is 
not antithetical to mestizaje, but, on the contrary, is required for mestizaje 
to exist.”26 In fact, a recurring mujerista critique of Euro-American femi-
nist theology concerns the latter’s notion of racial justice as the elimina-
tion of group diff erence (e.g., through the establishment of a “color-blind” 
society): “To them this is what justice is about. In doing this, however, 
they are espousing a model of assimilation that excludes diversity and 
specifi city and allows ‘norms expressing the point of view and experience 
of the privileged groups to appear neutral and universal,’ and ultimately, 
normative.”27
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In response to the myth of a color-blind utopia, Isasi-Díaz urges La-
tino/a communities to embrace the experience of being considered “to-
tally other” by the dominant culture as a means of fi rst understanding 
and then rejecting domination. Th e goal of this painful process of self-
 examination is for Latino/as to come to terms with their own racism, 
classism, and sexism:

Th at we are looked upon as all being the same, as a homogeneous group, 
can become an opportunity for us to make a conscious choice of what it 
does mean that we are Hispanics living in the U.S.A. as well as the role 
we want to have in society. In a word, we have the opportunity of defi n-
ing ourselves, of opting to be mestizos, opting to be for Hispanics, opting 
to be Hispanics.28

It is clear that for Isasi-Díaz, mestizaje  —  whatever else it might entail  —  
necessarily includes a political decision in favor of a particular social jus-
tice advocacy stance. She makes a direct link between mestizaje and the 
“preferential option for the poor” affi  rmed by the Latin American Bish-
ops at the 1979 Puebla Conference, arguing for a broader understanding 
of “preferential option” that includes cultural marginalization. In fact, in 
a revealing footnote, Isasi-Díaz acknowledges that while mestizaje origi-
nally referred to the mixing of Spanish and Amerindian blood, she uses 
the term to mean “embracing all sorts of diversity among Hispanics as an 
intrinsic element of our struggle for liberation.”29 Th us she can argue that, 
since the bishops grounded their defense of the preferential option for the 
poor on the assertion that “poverty dims and defi les the image of God,” 
the option for mestizaje can likewise be defended: “Because Hispanic 
Women embody a diversity of races and cultures, of socio-economic 
strata and political ideologies, failure to affi  rm our mestizaje will defi -
nitely dim and defi le the image and likeness of God in us.”30 Isasi-Díaz 
concludes that only by opting for mestizaje  —  by choosing to become a 
mestizo community that embraces and affi  rms diff erence  —  can the church 
hope to positively transform society: “We must choose an integrating 
liberation that demands changes of structures rather than participation 
in present oppressive structures. For us to choose mestizaje means that 
as Hispanic Women we have to be committed to making our proyecto 
histórico a reality.”31

Th is proyecto histórico (literally, “historical project”) refers to the his-
torical specifi cs that contribute to and bring about liberation for an op-
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pressed community. While such a project must not be viewed as a rigid 
blueprint or specifi c political platform, it does entail concrete moral 
choices that will involve the community of faith in adversarial politics. 
James H. Cone, refl ecting on the vocation of a theologian, writes about 
the consequences of our theological commitments:

We must never forget that when we do theology for God’s church and 
not just for the United Methodist Church, not just for the Presbyterian, 
AME Baptist, Pentecostal Church, but for God’s church, then we are go-
ing to create some enemies because Christian theology is confl ictual lan-
guage; it is confl ictual language because it makes a preferential option for 
the poor.32

Jesus as encountered in the Gospels can be interpreted as claiming that 
confl ict is inevitable when we make theological stances: “Do not think 
that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring 
peace, but a sword . . . and whoever does not take up the cross and follow 
me is not worthy of me. Th ose who fi nd their life will lose it, and those 
who lose their life will fi nd it” (Matt. 10:34 –  39; Mark 8:34 –  35; Luke 12:51 –  
53; 14:26 –  27; 17:33). At the same time, caution must be taken not to reduce 
our understanding of God’s work of salvation to human historical eff orts. 
According to Ada María Isasi-Díaz,

[Our] proyecto histórico is based on an understanding of salvation and 
liberation as two aspects of one process. Th is is grounded in the belief 
that there is but one human history that has at its very heart the history 
of salvation. By “history of salvation” we refer to what we believe are di-
vine actions  —  creation, incarnation, redemption  —  as well as our human 
responses to them, whether positive or negative. For us Latinas, salvation 
refers to having a relationship with God, a relationship that does not exist 
if we do not love our neighbor.33

In the theology of Ada María Isasi-Díaz, the divine actions of salvation 
history are inseparable from the repentance and conversion that lead to 
making a preferential option for the poor and oppressed. Th e faith com-
munity’s liberation eff orts can thus be understood as the unfolding of 
God’s will and thus as the work of the Holy Spirit. Accordingly, it is ap-
propriate to discuss what Isasi-Díaz means by liberation, and the type of 
community created by opting for mestizaje, in terms of the work of the 
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Holy Spirit, who brings enlightenment that yields repentance, which in 
turn creates a conversion to God’s preferential option and results in liber-
ating praxis.

If liberation is the concrete historical manifestation of God’s salvation 
history, then the community of faith is the embodiment of the new com-
munity inaugurated by the Holy Spirit on Pentecost:

At the center of the unfolding of the kin-dom is the salvifi c act of God. 
Salvation and liberation are interconnected. Salvation is gratuitously given 
by God: it fl ows from the very essence of God: love. Salvation is worked 
out through the love between God and each human being and among 
human beings. Th is love relationship is the goal of all life  —  it constitutes 
the fullness of humanity. Th erefore, love sets in motion and sustains the 
ongoing act of God’s salvation in which each person necessarily partici-
pates, since love requires, per se, active involvement of those who are in 
relationship.34

Augustine of Hippo (354 –  430 CE) is credited with articulating what is 
perhaps the most dominant conceptualization of the work of the Holy 
Spirit in Western theology in which the Holy Spirit is understood as the 
bond of love between the Father and the Son: “Scripture teaches us that 
he is the Spirit neither of the Father alone nor of the Son alone, but of 
both; and so his being suggests to us that mutual charity whereby the Fa-
ther and the Son love one another” (Th e Trinity, 15.27).35 It is this same 
love that then fi lls us and empowers us to participate in the Trinitarian 
life of God: “Th us the love which is of God and is God is specially the 
Holy Spirit, through whom is spread abroad in our hearts the charity of 
God by which the whole Trinity makes its habitation within us” (15.32).36 
More to the point, it is this indwelling of the Holy Spirit that enables us to 
participate in the ongoing work of salvation “we refer to as liberation.”37

Isasi-Díaz states that the traditional understanding of Christian love as 
charity (Latin, caritas; Greek, agape) needs to be replaced with an under-
standing of Christian ethical behavior as solidarity. By “charity” she means 
love of neighbor manifest primarily as “a one-sided giving, a donation, 
almost always, of what we have in abundance,” whereas by “solidarity” 
Isasi-Díaz means love of neighbor embodied in the ongoing process of 
liberation.38 Specifi cally, solidarity is the creation of a community united 
in the work of positively transforming the world, better understood as 
“the unfolding of the ‘kin-dom’ of God.”39 Drawing upon her experience 
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as a missionary in Peru, Isasi-Díaz recalls a conversation she had with 
one of the men in the impoverished community she served who said to 
her, “Remember, you can always leave this place; we can’t.”40 Th is experi-
ence helped her to realize that we cannot understand Christian love as 
“a doing for others” in the typical sense of charity as a handout but must 
work hard to embody “a being with others”: “Th e goal is not to be like the 
poor and the oppressed (an impossibility), but rather to be in solidarity 
with them.”41 In other words, solidarity entails a conscious moral and po-
litical decision by the oppressors to identify with the poor and oppressed 
in liberating praxis in order to transform the structures that perpetuate 
poverty and oppression, and by the oppressed to become moral agents in 
their own historical process of liberation (in great part by speaking truth 
to power). Accordingly, this praxis of solidarity is characterized as a con-
versation across lines of class, ethnicity, and gender, resulting in a raised 
awareness (conscientization) of (1) the factors that contribute to oppres-
sion, (2) each party’s involvement in perpetuating oppressive structures, 
and (3) the need for joint action in order to liberate both the oppressor 
and the oppressed. Th e end result is the establishment of a more just and 
egalitarian society that can properly be identifi ed as mestizo because it 
values diff erence and fosters genuine mutuality.

While I value Isasi-Díaz’s emphasis on solidarity in understanding the 
process of liberation, I believe she makes a strategic mistake by rejecting 
the biblical language of charity (agape/caritas). If we take a closer look 
at the biblical understanding of love, we discover that agape/caritas does 
in fact bear the connotation of solidarity desired by Isasi-Díaz. Conse-
quently, I defend “charity” as a distinctly Christian understanding of love, 
albeit one in need of much clarifi cation. In Roman Catholic moral theol-
ogy “charity” refers to the love of God and of neighbor mandated by Jesus 
in his summary of the law (Matt. 22:34 –  40; Mark 12:28 –  31; Luke 10:25 –  
28); it is also one of the three theological virtues  —  faith, hope, and love 
(or charity)  —  described by the apostle Paul as the chief gift s of the Holy 
Spirit (1 Cor. 13:13). Over the course of history, charity became identifi ed 
with almsgiving as the church’s chief means of providing regular aid to 
the poor. Unfortunately, the practice of almsgiving contributes to three 
misunderstandings of Christian love: (1) it perpetuates legalistic think-
ing by quantifying virtue, (2) it perpetuates a stratifi ed social order in 
which an ever-present underclass depends upon the generosity of the rul-
ing class for its very survival, and (3) it undermines the moral agency of 
the underclass by encouraging this dependency. However, if we look at 
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Paul’s refl ections on the Spirit’s gift  of love (charity), we fi nd no mention 
of almsgiving. In fact, what we fi nd is a primer on the praxis of solidarity: 
“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 
or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resent-
ful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor. 
13:4 –  7, NRSV).

According to Paul, love is the greatest of the Spirit’s gift s (1 Cor. 13:13) 
because it builds up the Christian community. Th e community’s unity de-
pends upon both our acceptance of each other’s diff erences and our rec-
ognition of our interdependence as many members of the one body (1 
Cor. 12:12 –  31). Th us, when “one member suff ers, all suff er together with 
it” (1 Cor. 12:26, NRSV). Paul describes the work of the Holy Spirit as the 
building of community in much the same terms Isasi-Díaz describes the 
praxis of solidarity:

I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life worthy of the 
calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, 
with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every eff ort to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. Th ere is one body 
and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, 
one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above 
all and through all and in all. (Eph. 4:1 –  6, NRSV)

Paul also states, “Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds ev-
erything together in perfect harmony” (Col. 3:14, NRSV). So while alms-
giving can be considered a virtuous act under Paul’s understanding of 
Christian love, we cannot reduce love to mere almsgiving (or any other 
single act). Rather, Christian theology must strive to embody Paul’s view 
of love as the building of community, or, in the language of Isasi-Díaz, 
“Salvation is worked out through the love between God and each human 
being and among human beings.”42 By replacing the language of charity 
with the language of solidarity, Isasi-Díaz confronts the church’s failure 
to actualize the liberating vision found in the Scriptures. Yet, as I have ar-
gued in chapter 3 (on the public relevance of theology), rather than forc-
ing a new paradigm upon the faith community, a more successful strategy 
is to retrieve liberating themes from within the church’s tradition. In other 
words, a major task of a prophetic and liberating theology is to critique 
the church for not embodying its beliefs through its praxis by appealing to 
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its distinctly Christian discourse. Such an approach recognizes the escha-
tological character of biblical language  —  it does not describe the church 
as it is but as it ought to be  —  thereby serving as a symbol of our future 
hope, empowering and motivating our present work to bring about God’s 
kin-dom.

Human Cultures and the Sensus Fidelium

While Ada María Isasi-Díaz does not always explicitly embrace biblical 
language  —  especially pneumatological language  —  to describe the praxis of 
solidarity, her comments on the sensus fi delium reveal that she is speak-
ing about the work of the Holy Spirit when she talks about the church’s 
conversion to the preferential option for the poor and oppressed or when 
she describes the creation of the new community. In Catholic belief the 
sensus fi delium refers to the prophetic offi  ce of the faithful (clergy and 
laity) who are anointed by the Holy Spirit and therefore “cannot err in 
matters of belief ” (Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium [1964], chap. 
II, par. 12). According to Isasi-Díaz, this emphasis upon the prophetic task 
of the faithful “does not assert the inerrancy of the faithful apart from 
the hierarchy. Nor does it provide, I believe, for the inerrancy of the hi-
erarchy apart from the faithful unless the hierarchy considers itself as 
separate from the People of God.”43 Accordingly, this recognition by the 
church hierarchy that the gift s of the Spirit are manifest among all the 
people supports the use of popular religion as a locus theologicus for U.S. 
Latino/a theology. Orlando Espín, who has written at length on popular 
religion, defi nes sensus fi delium as “faith-full” intuition: “Christian people 
sense that something is true or not vis-à-vis the gospel, or that someone is 
acting in accordance with the Christian gospel or not, or that something 
important for Christianity is not being heard.”44 In other words, since the 
source of the sensus fi delium is the Holy Spirit, the people’s religion can be 
considered “infallible” insofar as it is preserved from error by the power 
of the Holy Spirit. In practice, this means that not only are the Scriptures 
and Church tradition recognized as reliable sources of revelation, but also 
the popular beliefs and practices of the laity. Hence, the laity serves a pro-
phetic role in correcting perceived errors in offi  cial church doctrine and 
practice  —  not by replacing the church hierarchy but by serving as its col-
lective conscience. Isasi-Díaz recounts an exchange with an archbishop 
of the Roman Catholic Church who argued that the faithful could never 
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disagree with the teaching of the magisterium. Pressing him to further 
articulate his understanding of the sensus fi delium, Isasi-Díaz countered 
that a proper understanding of sensus fi delium does not “provide space 
for the hierarchy to disagree with what was a generalized belief among 
the laity and a signifi cant segment of the hierarchy.”45 Unfortunately, the 
archbishop “would only assert what it did not mean” without off ering a 
positive defi nition.46

Recognizing that the sensus fi delium is always expressed through hu-
man cultures, and that all human cultures are capable of misunderstand-
ing God’s revelation, Orlando Espín identifi es three “confrontations” for 
evaluating the faithfulness of popular religion. Th at which claims to be 
Christian revelation must (1) exhibit fundamental coherence with the 
Scriptures; (2) be in basic agreement with the normative decisions em-
bodied in the creeds, doctrines, and general traditions of the “offi  cial” 
church; and (3) regardless of its cultural location, embody certain indis-
pensable aspects of Christian praxis (i.e., the proclamation and practice 
of justice, peace, liberation, reconciliation).47 Ultimately, these dialogical 
practices between hierarchy and laity (and between dominant and mar-
ginalized perspectives) identifi ed by Espín can, by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, communicate a fuller understanding of the mystery of God. Fur-
thermore, by understanding popular beliefs and practices as the work of 
the Holy Spirit, theology can embrace God’s revelation beyond the walls 
of the church:

Th ough Jesus Christ is the fi nal and defi nitive revelation of God  —  the 
revelation in the strict sense of the term  —  nowhere is it affi  rmed that only 
through Christ has God revealed Godself. As a matter of fact, the exact 
opposite has been a constant in orthodox Christian Tradition. What one 
must affi  rm with the Tradition is the uniqueness and fi nality of the rev-
elation in and through Christ, and the impossibility of its being repeated. 
But these affi  rmations do not exclude other means of revelation, only that 
these must never appear to compete with or add something new to the 
fullness of Christ’s revelation.48

Admittedly, mujerista theology is not as church-centered as Orlando Es-
pín’s articulation of the sensus fi delium. In fact, for mujerista theology only 
those aspects of the canon and the tradition that contribute to (women’s) 
liberation “are accepted as revealed truth.”49 Nevertheless, mujerista theol-
ogy affi  rms the importance of a Spirit-led, two-way critical conversation 
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between the magisterium and the people implied by the doctrine of sen-
sus fi delium. Consequently, Isasi-Díaz’s implicit Pneumatology yields an 
understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit similar to Luis G. Pedraja’s 
view of the Incarnation: wherever we fi nd the work of liberation there we 
fi nd the presence of the Holy Spirit.

Mestizo Th eological Reconstruction: Th e Holy Spirit

A mestizo reconstruction of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit considers 
concrete practices that yield an emancipatory vision of the church’s “life 
together.” Bringing U.S. Latino/a theological insights about the Christian 
life into conversation with Barth and Calvin demonstrates how political 
liberation is not alien to the Christian tradition, but is in fact a recurring 
theme in both Scripture and traditional formulations of doctrine. Th e end 
result is a view of the work of the Holy Spirit that transcends traditional 
notions of ecclesia yet is manifest in community.

Justifi cation, Sanctifi cation, Vocation

Th e Christian life can and should be viewed as a journey toward a par-
ticular goal. More to the point, the Christian life is a gradual process of 
transformation into the image and likeness of Christ (1) initiated by God’s 
grace in the work of justifi cation, (2) characterized as growth in Chris-
tian love in the work of sanctifi cation, and (3) manifest as a divine calling 
(vocation) to a distinctly Christian praxis.50 Justifi cation is understood as 
God’s act of free grace and forgiveness in Christ: “He did this to show 
his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over 
the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present time that he 
himself is righteous and that he justifi es the one who has faith in Jesus” 
(Rom. 3:25 –  26, NRSV). However, care must be taken not to confuse faith 
as the human act by which we merit salvation. Rather, our very act of 
faith is the work of the Holy Spirit in us: “Now we shall possess a right 
defi nition of faith if we call it a fi rm and certain knowledge of God’s be-
nevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the freely given promise 
in Christ, both revealed in our minds and sealed upon our hearts through 
the Holy Spirit.”51 Th us, prior to justifi cation and sanctifi cation there is 
regeneration (the indwelling of the Holy Spirit), since we cannot acknowl-
edge God’s work of justifi cation and sanctifi cation without the foundation 
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of God’s grace through the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, in spite of being ini-
tiated by God and made possible by the transforming power of the Holy 
Spirit, faith remains a human response to God’s act of justifi cation.

Sanctifi cation is then understood as the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit 
to make us holy. If faith is the proper response to justifi cation, Christian 
love (both love of God and love of neighbor) is the proper response to 
sanctifi cation. Isasi-Díaz characterizes the Christian life as a praxis of sol-
idarity and mutuality; however, as demonstrated earlier in this discussion, 
what she means by solidarity is very close to what the New Testament 
refers to as agape/caritas (charity)  —  a gift  of the Holy Spirit that begins 
with a conversion process leading us away from self-love (characterized 
by perpetuating oppressive structures that benefi t us) toward love of God 
and neighbor (characterized by an other-regarding love that seeks to 
eliminate oppressive structures, oft en at great personal sacrifi ce). Growth 
in the Christian life is neither a natural process nor a strict calculus of 
legalistic and easily identifi able acts, but is best understood as an intimate 
relationship with God made possible by the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 
and characterized by a continuous dying (mortifi cation) of the old life 
and rising (vivifi cation) to a new way of life.52 As long as we live, sanc-
tifi cation is a journey without end but with a clear-cut goal: “Be perfect, 
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48, NRSV). By the 
power of the Holy Spirit we become new creatures and are now free to 
respond to God’s grace in obedience.

Human beings are “saved” for the purpose of becoming coworkers with 
God in the mission of liberation and reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:16 –  21), and 
we are expected to bear much fruit (John 15:16). Consequently, we also 
need a deeper understanding of Christian vocation. Th ere is a tendency 
in North American spirituality to reduce the work of the Holy Spirit “in 
us” to the sphere of the private and personal without adequate recognition 
of the public aspects of sanctifi cation. By relegating spirituality to the do-
main of private religious experience, the Christian faith has undermined 
its place in the public arena as well as its ability to make a positive impact 
on society. Th e doctrine of vocation recognizes that while the Christian 
life is a personal journey of renewal, spiritual growth also entails a turn-
ing away from self-love toward love of neighbor. In other words, the voca-
tion (or calling) of each and every Christian is to continue the ministry of 
reconciliation, which as we have seen, consists of building a new commu-
nity grounded in Christ’s work for liberation and empowered by the Holy 
Spirit who unites us in fellowship (koinonia) in spite of our diff erences. 
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Karl Barth writes that the vocation to be a Christian is communal in na-
ture: “To be a Christian means vocation or calling into Christendom or 
the Church, i.e., into the living community of the living Lord Jesus Christ. 
. . . Th ere is no vocatio, and therefore no unio cum Christo, which does 
not as such lead directly into the communion of saints, i.e., the communio 
vocatorum.”53

Accordingly, Christian discipleship consists of concrete praxis that 
builds community and struggles against injustice. In other words, love of 
God is expressed through love of neighbor (Matt. 22:34 –  40; Mark 12:28 –  
31; Luke 10:25 –  28). Th is leitmotif of liberation theology is echoed in John 
Calvin’s social ethics. Commenting on Micah 6:6 –  8, Calvin writes:

He then says, that God had shown by his Law what is good; and then he 
adds what it is, to do justice, to love mercy, or kindness, and to be humbled 
before God. It is evident that, in the fi rst two particulars, he refers to the 
second table of the law; that is, to do justice, and to love mercy. Nor is it 
a matter of wonder that the Prophet begins with the duties of love; for 
though in order the worship of God precedes these duties, and ought 
rightly to be so regarded, yet justice, which is to be exercised towards 
men, is the real evidence of true religion.54

Calvin does not reduce Christian spirituality to love of neighbor  —  in fact, 
he identifi es proper worship of God as the central aspect of the Christian 
life  —  but argues that since “hypocrites can make a show of great zeal 
and of great solicitude in the outward worship of God, the Prophets try 
the conduct of men in another way, by inquiring whether they act justly 
and kindly towards one another, whether they are free from all fraud 
and violence, whether they observe justice and show mercy.”55 Th e re-
sultant view of the Christian life is that of a communal spiritual journey 
marked by increased solidarity with our neighbor, whom Christ explic-
itly identifi es as the poor and marginalized “other” (Matt. 25:31 –  46; Luke 
10:25 –  37).

Th e Christian Life as Conversion to God’s Preferential Option

I fi nd that Isasi-Díaz’s highly communal understanding of the work 
of the Holy Spirit  —  drawing upon Gutiérrez’s understanding of integral 
liberation  —  does not try to replace the prevenience of grace; rather, it in-
tegrates the spiritual and communal loci. Recalling Gustavo Gutiérrez’s 
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notion of integral liberation, liberation is an essential part of a Christian 
understanding of salvation. In other words, we cannot speak about sal-
vation without speaking about liberation, and more radically, we cannot 
speak about liberation work that is not necessarily salvifi c. A liberation 
understanding of the Christian life presupposes an integral connection 
between salvation and our response to God’s saving grace as liberation. 
Consequently, liberation spirituality remains critical of those spiritual tra-
ditions that divorce the subjective “religious” experience of grace from the 
objective “historical” love of neighbor. Here liberation theology does not 
break new ground but simply reminds the church of the prophetic Old 
Testament tradition that Calvin has called the test of true religion: “He 
has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the Lord require of 
you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your 
God” (Mic. 6:8, NRSV). Spirituality, understood as a concrete manner of 
living the Gospel (vocation), means reordering our individual and com-
munal life under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. What liberationists like 
Isasi-Díaz are attempting to do is not “confl ate” salvation into liberation 
but rather inseparably link historical liberation to Christian theology’s 
understanding of salvation. To this end, Isasi-Díaz incorporates Gustavo 
Gutiérrez’s threefold understanding of liberation as (1) liberation from op-
pressive social structures, (2) personal transformation, and (3) liberation 
from sin.56

While spirituality has always been part of Latin American liberation 
theology, liberationists continue to defend themselves from accusations of 
a monistic commitment to historical liberation to the detriment of other 
aspects of the Christian life. Yet such accusations are unwarranted insofar 
as liberation theology grounds the Christian life in the radical transfor-
mation of the self and society enacted by God’s grace, since only the Holy 
Spirit can produce the radical “conversion to the neighbor” that makes 
liberation a historical possibility in the fi rst place. Isasi-Díaz writes, “To 
struggle against oppression, against alienation, is a matter of an ongoing 
personal conversion that involves eff ective attempts to change alienating 
societal structures. Th is personal conversion cannot happen apart from 
solidarity with the oppressed.”57 More to the point, our participation in 
the praxis of solidarity is part of our participation in God’s salvation his-
tory and is “gratuitously given by God.”58 Clodovis Boff  responds to this 
same criticism by insisting that theology must always maintain the tension 
between liberation and salvation: “Even when theology is done on behalf 
of the poor, all dimensions of faith must always be addressed: personal, 
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social, and eschatological. Christianity is not only social transformation, it 
is individual conversion, and it is resurrection of the dead, as well.”59

In We Drink from Our Own Wells (1984), Gustavo Gutiérrez evalu-
ates Christian spirituality’s authenticity by its ability to integrate worship 
and prayer with social responsibility. Far from “historicizing” spiritual-
ity, Gutiérrez stands well within the rich tradition of Western spirituali-
ties that seek to balance contemplation with action (specifi cally Ignatian 
spirituality) while emphasizing the communal nature of the life of Chris-
tian discipleship. Th e author discusses fi ve marks of the spiritual journey: 
(1) conversion, which is initiated by God and experienced as a radical 
break with the past and the beginning of a new life; (2) gratuitousness, the 
awareness that God’s gracious love is the source of all good things, includ-
ing our own ability to love God and neighbor; (3) joy in the realization 
that through the death and resurrection of Christ God has defeated suf-
fering, sin, oppression, and death (it should be noted that by emphasizing 
joy Gutiérrez does not minimize the reality of human suff ering but refers 
to a deep joy grounded in God’s eternal promises: “It is not the superfi -
cial kind of rejoicing . . . but the joy born of the conviction that unjust 
mistreatment and suff ering will be overcome”);60 (4) spiritual childhood, 
referring to the humility described in the Gospels as being “poor in spirit” 
(Matt. 5:3) and described by Gutiérrez as “the ready disposition of one 
who hopes for everything from the Lord”;61 and (5) community, which is 
the intentional choice by the convert to live in solidarity with the poor. 
While not unique to liberation spirituality, this last point is indispensable 
for a liberationist understanding of the Christian life.

However, to equate this continuous emphasis on the practical moral 
consequences of sanctifi cation by the Holy Spirit to a reduction of the 
work of salvation to human history is to ignore much of what liberation 
theology says. At the core of liberating praxis lies a radical conversion ex-
perience: “Evangelical conversion is indeed the touchstone of all spiritu-
ality. Conversion means a radical transformation of ourselves; it means 
thinking, feeling, and living as Christ  —  present in exploited and alienated 
persons.”62 As a consequence of this conversion, our lives are transformed 
by the Holy Spirit and we are called to “a defi nitive way of living ‘before 
the Lord,’ in solidarity with all human beings, ‘with the Lord,’ and before 
human beings. It arises from an intense spiritual experience which is later 
explicated and witnessed to.”63 Th us, in articulating a doctrine of the Holy 
Spirit, liberation theology insists that the church not ignore the commu-
nal aspects of our new sanctifi ed life and  —  more important  —  questions 
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past understandings of community and challenges the church to wel-
come those whom we have labeled as “other” into the community of the 
Spirit. Exegeting the parable of the Good Samaritan, Gutiérrez provides 
an important marker for tracking the Spirit in our world: “Th e neighbor 
was the Samaritan who approached the wounded man and made him his 
neighbor. Th e neighbor, as has been said, is not the one whom I fi nd in 
my path, but rather the one in whose path I place myself, the one whom 
I approach and actively seek.”64 So, Who is my neighbor? Th e community 
of the Holy Spirit is found wherever the work of liberation takes place, for 
it is by going out of his way, by taking a personal risk, and by sacrifi cing 
his own wealth and comfort that the Samaritan acts as a neighbor to the 
injured man.

Th e Community of the Holy Spirit

Ada María Isasi-Díaz uses the metaphor of mestizaje to describe Christian 
theology’s urgent need to embrace diff erence in establishing just commu-
nities. Aft er a litany of statistics that describe the plight of the poor and 
oppressed in the world, Isasi-Díaz concludes that the “unwillingness or 
perhaps (perhaps?!) the incapacity to see the misery of such a large per-
centage of the human race is grounded, I believe, in the refusal to rec-
ognize that these vast numbers of suff ering humanity are our sisters and 
brothers  —  people to whom and for whom we are responsible.”65 She then 
gives two main reasons for why we do not accept the poor, oppressed, and 
marginalized as our responsibility: either it is a matter of selfi shness or it 
is the result of prejudice. Th at is, either we recognize that our wealth and 
comfort exist at the expense of the poverty and suff ering of others (and 
we will therefore do what it takes to protect the status quo), or we adhere 
to certain (most likely irrational) beliefs that the poor and oppressed are 
poor and oppressed because they are lazy and inferior. In reconstructing 
Christian doctrine in ways that allow dominant groups to view those on 
the underside of society diff erently, we can embrace a theological anthro-
pology rooted in mestizaje as a means of breaking down the false barriers 
that create division and prevent us from seeing all human beings as our 
brothers and sisters. Such a move requires a reconceptualized ecclesiology 
that recognizes the church’s role in resisting racism.

Given that the church is not identical with the “kin-dom” of God but 
serves as a witness to and foretaste of the eschatological community, it 
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is important for theology to identify criteria for recognizing the “true” 
church. According to the Nicene Creed, the classical “marks” of the 
church are unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity. During the Ref-
ormation, Martin Luther and John Calvin tested the church’s adherence 
to the Nicene formula with the addition of two complementary marks: 
“Whenever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the 
sacraments administered according to Christ’s institution, there, it is not 
to be doubted, a church of God exists.”66 If, as I have argued in this chap-
ter, one of the criteria for recognizing Christian community is the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit manifest in liberating work, and given that libera-
tion and solidarity are gift s of the Spirit long recognized by both the bibli-
cal and Christian doctrinal tradition, then we must avoid defi ning church 
in terms that continue to separate worship from social ethics.

Th e paradigm of mestizaje as descriptive of the work of the Holy Spirit 
thus yields concrete liberating practices that must be embodied by the 
Christian community. Broadly, these “marks” of a mestizo church include 
resistance to racism, sexism, and classism. Recalling Cornel West’s typol-
ogy of resistance in Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolution-
ary Christianity (1982), I urge U.S. Latino/a theology to develop inclusive 
communal practices and eff ective strategies of political resistance. Such a 
prophetic Christian community would emphasize (1) a liberative reading 
of Scripture that empowers the church to engage in positive social trans-
formation, (2) a distinctly Latino/a cultural identity that does not deni-
grate or exclude other cultures, and (3) the need to continuously struggle 
against the tendency to essentialize group cultural identity at the expense 
of dissenting perspectives.
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Conclusion
Toward a Mestizo Church

Perhaps a good starting point is to ponder the very possi-
bility of an ecumenical ecclesiology. Given the visible divisions within 
Christianity, is it possible to reach unity on the doctrine of the church? 
U.S. Latino/a theology has distinguished itself by advocating a commu-
nal methodology called teología en conjunto that incorporates insights 
from pastors, laypersons, and academic theologians across confessional 
boundaries. Th e stated goal is a theology accountable to the community 
of faith that refl ects the popular beliefs of Latino/as while off ering a pro-
phetic critique of the dominant theological perspectives. Th e challenge of 
ecumenical ecclesiology in the twenty-fi rst century is to acknowledge the 
particularity of our diff erent confessions while still confessing one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic church. Given its commitment to teología en con-
junto, U.S. Latino/a theology has much to contribute to the ecumenical 
conversation on the doctrine of the church. At the same time, one of the 
underlying tensions within U.S. Latino/a theology has been the reluctance 
to address doctrinal diff erences in order to preserve a unifi ed movement, 
which might explain why there are no sustained ecclesiological refl ections 
in the work of U.S. Latino/a theologians. Th is investigation challenges the 
romanticized vision of U.S. Latino/a theology as a homogeneous move-
ment by arguing that downplaying signifi cant diff erences in doctrine, 
liturgy, and political commitments does not preserve Latino/a unity and 
can hamper the movement’s emancipatory objectives. U.S. Latino/a theol-
ogy risks becoming an insular academic discipline, a top-down intellec-
tual movement devoid of grassroots grounding, unless it nurtures greater 
accountability to concrete faith communities. Th is need for greater ac-
countability to particular confessional traditions requires that we confront 
doctrinal obstacles to an ecumenical ecclesiology.

Despite major works by such fi gures as Justo L. González, Virgilio Eli-
zondo, Ada María Isasi-Díaz, and Roberto S. Goizueta, U.S. Latino/a the-
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ology has yielded little systematic refl ection on the doctrine of the church. 
Commenting on the dearth of Protestant Latino/a contributions to eccle-
siology, Justo González attributes this to the fact that, “as Protestant Lati-
nos and Latinas we have inherited a theology in which ecclesiology plays 
a very secondary role.”1 Th e roots of this antichurch attitude are traceable 
to the forms of nineteenth-century missionary Protestantism exported 
to Latin America from the United States that emphasized individual sal-
vation to the detriment of communal life, coupled with the strong bias 
against highly organized hierarchical church governance oft en exhibited 
by Roman Catholic converts to Protestantism. Still, González fi nds this 
absence of an explicit ecclesiology a boon that opens the door for “all 
sorts of cooperative ventures” among Latino/a churches “that would be 
quite diffi  cult in the old-line white denominations.”2

While Hispanic Protestantism (with minor exceptions) has a brief 
hundred-year history in the United States, generations of Hispanic Cath-
olics have populated California, Texas, and other parts of the American 
Southwest. Yet, looking at the issue from a Roman Catholic perspective, 
Gary Riebe-Estrella also concludes, “Little sustained refl ection on ecclesi-
ology has been done in U.S. Latino Catholic theology.”3 A major contrib-
uting factor is that in spite of constituting an estimated 39 percent of U.S. 
Catholics (according to the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops), Latino/
as remain underrepresented and marginalized within ecclesial structures. 
Consequently, Latino/a theologians have characterized the life of Latino/
as within the Catholic Church as a popular religious movement existing 
alongside offi  cial church governance thriving independently of the institu-
tional church and arising in communities where clergy and the Eucharist 
are not always available.4 Nevertheless, Riebe-Estrella portrays the U.S. 
Latino/a experience of marginalization within North American Catholi-
cism as an opportunity to challenge dominant ecclesiologies by exploring 
the notion of church as People of God highlighted in Lumen Gentium, the 
Dogmatic Constitution of the Church of Vatican II.5 While numerous ec-
clesiological insights pervade the scholarly contributions of U.S. Latino/a 
theologians, no one has yet to explicitly articulate an ecclesiology from 
a U.S. Latino/a perspective. Th is concluding chapter outlines a possible 
direction for future ecclesiological refl ection by focusing on certain as-
pects of our mestizo experience that contribute to the development of an 
ecumenical twenty-fi rst-century ecclesiology while simultaneously iden-
tifying obstacles within Protestantism and Catholicism that impede the 
establishment of a genuinely mestizo church.
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Th is book’s exploration of major Christian doctrines through the lens 
of U.S. Latino/a experience has yielded an understanding of mestizaje as 
a set of communal practices distinguished by a moral choice to recognize 
the inherent dignity of all human beings in political solidarity. Th e logi-
cal next step is to draw upon these doctrinal reconstructions to articulate 
an emancipatory doctrine of the church. From the beginning this book 
has articulated an alternative model of theology that engages political dis-
course from an openly confessional stance such that the theologian bears 
the double responsibility of articulating a political theology rooted in the 
distinct sources and traditions of the faith while also conversing with 
those who do not share the same confessional commitments, the under-
lying assumption being that the most eff ective means of transforming the 
faith community’s praxis  —  and thereby the world  —  is by retrieving libera-
tion themes from within the community’s own rich heritage. By this view, 
both biblical narratives and church doctrines become valuable sources for 
liberation; to argue otherwise is to suggest that liberation is an extrascrip-
tural and therefore unnecessary aspect of the Christian faith.

Th e use of particular biblical texts and repeated appeals to certain 
themes within the Reformed theological tradition might raise concerns 
that this work has uncritically embraced a “canon within a canon” in its 
reconstructive eff orts. Th ese apprehensions are assuaged in part by con-
sistently employing a “hermeneutics of suspicion” that questions and 
challenges received traditions and frameworks of interpretation, repeat-
edly demonstrating the unconscious motivations, socioeconomic inter-
ests, political ideologies, and cultural biases that shape all interpretations 
of history, science, philosophy, and theology. Accordingly, I have articu-
lated a consistent theological critique of racism in both church and soci-
ety in order to transform both church and society. In spite of a long and 
painful history of passively condoning, and at times actively participating 
in, racial domination, the Christian church possesses rich resources for 
overcoming the problem of race in contemporary society. A mestizo re-
construction of the doctrine of the church invites the ecumenical church 
to look at the Latino/a experience not as a marginalized perspective that 
ought to be tolerated or as just another multicultural diversity that ought 
to be celebrated but as a present-day incarnation of the risen Christ. 
More to the point, as one instantiation of the body of Christ, the Latino/a 
church speaks with divine authority.

It has been demonstrated that there exists a long tradition of publicly 
engaged theologies that speak authoritatively as Word of God because as 
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church  —  a community gathered and empowered by the Holy Spirit  —  they 
represent the risen Christ in the world. At the same time, great care has 
been taken not to absolutize the identifi cation of any particular histori-
cal entity called church with Christ. In other words, that the church is 
the historical embodiment of the risen Christ remains a divine mystery, 
since we can neither fully comprehend nor control it. Th e doctrine of the 
church, ecclesiology, guides our life together by providing notae ecclesia, 
that is, distinct “marks” without which our faith communities cannot 
name themselves “church.” Th e ecumenical Nicene Creed identifi es holi-
ness, catholicity, unity, and apostolicity as the major marks of the church; 
the Reformation emphasized a proper understanding of the preaching of 
the Word and the administration of the sacraments; today liberation the-
ologies have added God’s preferential option for the poor and oppressed.

A mestizo theological reconstruction of ecclesiology off ers its own dis-
tinct “notes” for assessing the faithfulness of the Christian church in the 
world today. Th ese notae ecclesia are not intended to replace the classical 
marks of the church but are off ered as a supplement to the ecumenical 
confessions because the wisdom of the Latino/a church  —  guided and nur-
tured by the Holy Spirit  —  teaches us that the dominant traditions have 
not fully realized their vocation as body of Christ. Some members of the 
body have been neglected, excluded, even persecuted, but by appealing to 
historically marginalized prophetic perspectives that endure within Chris-
tianity in spite of great neglect or intentional suppression, the mestizo 
church off ers its own distinct marks that need to be embodied in the pub-
lic life of the church. In light of the theological reconstructions of the doc-
trines of imago Dei, Christ, and the Holy Spirit articulated in this work, 
specifi c Christian practices that constitute “marks” of the mestizo church 
include (1) engaging in political activism to resist racism grounded in a 
belief that the racially and ethnically “other” shares in the imago Dei, (2) 
continuing Christ’s ministry of reconciliation by embodying the “way of 
the cross” as adversarial politics, (3) broadening our defi nition of commu-
nity to recognize God’s liberating work wherever it occurs, and (4) dem-
onstrating a willingness to work together with new manifestations of spir-
itual community located outside traditional understandings of ecclesia.

Catholic theologian Susan K. Wood identifi es “communion ecclesiol-
ogy” as the dominant approach for conceptualizing church within Ro-
man Catholic circles and also the leading paradigm for future ecumeni-
cal conversation.6 Grounded in the images of the church put forth in the 
documents of Vatican II and affi  rmed in the June 1992 letter issued by the 
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Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith to the bishops of the Catho-
lic Church, “Some Aspects of the Church Understood as Communion,” 
communion ecclesiology draws upon the biblical image of the church as 
the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12; Rom. 12:4 –  8; Eph. 2:11 –  3:6; Col. 1:18, 24) in 
order to confi rm our participation in the life of Christ via mystical union. 
At the same time, these Pauline texts emphasize the distinction between 
the church and Christ by naming Christ the head of the body, thereby 
“assuring that the church always remains subordinate to its head, Christ.”7 
Of particular interest for Catholic ecclesiology is Paul’s grounding of 
the community as body of Christ in the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 10:16 –  22, 
11:17 –  34), which leads Wood to conclude, “Where the Eucharist is, there 
is church.”8 Th e resulting ecclesiology, building upon a Trinitarian under-
standing of God as a divine communion (perichoresis), affi  rms the sac-
ramental real presence of Christ without reducing the church to the Eu-
charist, yet understands the very possibility of human communion with 
Christ and with one another as indissoluble from the “elements of grace 
and sacrament that ultimately identify ecclesial communities in terms of 
their relationship to Christ.”9

One of the most important documents for reaching ecumenical con-
sensus on ecclesiology, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), issued 
in 1982 by the Commission on Faith and Order of the World Council 
of Churches, brings together insights from various Christian traditions 
in order to affi  rm the predominance of the sacraments in the life of the 
church.10 BEM stands as a historical landmark in ecumenical rapproche-
ment that serves to underscore the appeal of and obstacles to commu-
nion ecclesiology for the contemporary situation. Protestant  —  particularly 
Evangelical  —  criticism of BEM centers on the document’s assertion that 
the Lord’s Supper is “the central act of the Church’s worship”11 rather 
than affi  rming the Reformation principle that the central act of God’s 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ is manifest through both Word and sacra-
ment. Equally objectionable is BEM’s insistence that episcopal succession 
is a necessary mark of apostolicity  —  though by no means the only mark  
—  required for achieving full Christian unity. Many Protestant traditions 
contend that apostolic succession is preserved by fi delity to the proclama-
tion and practice of the apostles rather than by means of a monarchical 
episcopate.

Still, in spite of its emphasis on the doctrine of the real presence, 
Catholic theologians view communion ecclesiology as a vital resource 
for ecumenical reconciliation, even while acknowledging the diffi  culty of 
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achieving “full ecclesiastical communion” with those whom the Vatican 
has named “not Churches in the proper sense” (Dominus Iesus, IV.17). As 
interpreted by some Catholic theologians, communion ecclesiology fo-
cuses primarily on the church’s sacramental life  —  particularly participa-
tion in the Eucharist  —  and consequently creates a doctrinal barrier with 
those churches that do not affi  rm a “common and mutual recognition of 
faith, sacramental practice, and ministry.”12

Susan K. Wood engages Protestant theologian Robert Jenson as a con-
versation partner in order to advocate for communion ecclesiology as 
the preferred model for ecumenical reconciliation and fi nds his approach 
“neither singularly Protestant nor exclusively Roman Catholic.”13 Recog-
nizing the profoundly ecumenical character of Jenson’s ecclesiology, Wood 
emphasizes his affi  nity with Roman Catholic ecclesiology without deny-
ing his Reformation roots. According to Wood, Jenson’s treatment of the 
church as the body of Christ “identifi es the church as a fourth dramatic 
person in the biblical narrative” and “tends to place the church on the 
same plane” as the three persons of the Trinity.14 If Wood’s assessment of 
Jenson’s ecclesiology is accurate, he risks creating a Quaternity, or at the 
very least, identifying the work of the Holy Spirit with the concrete his-
torical church. By elevating the church beyond “creaturely” status Jenson 
distances himself from the Lutheran tradition and intentionally embraces 
a more Roman Catholic view of the church. However, as Wood concludes, 
Jenson’s one-to-one correlation between the historical church and the 
body of Christ exceeds the claims of Roman Catholic ecclesiology: “As 
deeply sympathetic as I am with Jenson’s identifi cation of the church as 
the risen body of Christ, I fear that he oft en makes this identifi cation too 
directly.”15 Wood proposes the church as sacrament as a model that allows 
for a clearer distinction between the church and Christ, since too “close 
an identifi cation between Christ and the church ignores the fact that the 
church has not fully arrived at the eschaton.”16

What does it mean that the church is the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12 –  
31)? For Jenson this implies that the risen Christ must be embodied, oc-
cupying space and time, and that the “bread and the cup in the congrega-
tion’s midst is the very same body of Christ.”17 While Jenson’s Catholic 
critics agree there is an identity between the risen Christ as the Eucharis-
tic body and the community of believers, for Jenson the church becomes 
Christ’s “objective self.” Rather than pursuing this direct identifi cation of 
the risen Christ with the historical church, conceptualizing the church as 
sacrament provides a clearer distinction between the church as a human 
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institution and the church as mystical communion. Given the church’s 
eschatological character, it is a foretaste of the kingdom but not identi-
cal with the kingdom, the category of sacramental presence seems more 
adequate, since sacraments “point to a reality and contain a reality be-
yond themselves.”18 When understood sacramentally, Jenson’s Protestant 
conceptualization of the body of Christ as embodied presence provides “a 
valuable contribution to Roman Catholic ecclesiology.”19

Jenson’s discussion of ecclesia as the body of Christ recalls Karl Barth’s 
understanding in which the church is a community called by God’s elect-
ing grace as “the earthly-historical form of existence of Jesus Christ 
Himself,”20 as well as Dietrich Bonhoeff er’s challenge to the Confessing 
Church movement that “the body of Christ takes up physical space here 
on earth.”21 While Jenson cautions “we may not so identify the risen 
Christ with the church as to be unable to refer to the one and then to the 
other,”22 he struggles to maintain the necessary distinction between Jesus 
and the church:

Sacrament and church are truly Christ’s body for us. . . . Th e subject that 
the risen Christ is, is the subject who comes to word in the gospel. Th e 
object  —  the body  —  that the risen Christ is, is the body in the world to 
which this word calls our intention, the church around her sacraments. 
He needs no other body to be a risen man, body and soul.23

Still, he avoids the temptation of triumphalism by diff erentiating between 
the church as association  —  a gathering of individuals sharing common 
beliefs and/or goals, and the church as communion  —  the church gathered 
and united by the Holy Spirit. While Jenson locates the authority of the 
teaching offi  ce in the latter  —  the community, empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, as interpreter of Scripture, transcending the particular representa-
tives ordained to the teaching offi  ce  —  when the church’s “communal spirit 
is identically the Spirit that the personal God is and has,”24 the result, in-
tentional or not, is a complete identifi cation of the work of the Holy Spirit 
with the person holding the teaching offi  ce. Th us, when the penitent asks 
for the assurance of pardon, Jenson concludes that the confessor’s reply 
must be, “You know because I am about to absolve you, and my doing 
that is God’s eternal act of decision about you.”25

On the matter of church order and governance Robert Jenson’s eccle-
siology moves away from its Lutheran roots toward Roman Catholicism 



Conclusion 243

through an explicit identifi cation of the offi  ceholder with the grace be-
ing mediated. According to Jenson, canon, liturgy, and creed cannot exist 
apart from the ecclesial authority that legitimates them. In fact, Jenson 
argues for the necessity of a magisterium identifi ed with a personal offi  ce: 
“Succession in offi  ce is the personal aspect of the church’s institutional 
self-identity through time.”26 Reformed ecclesiology, while lacking episco-
pal succession, nonetheless preserves an “episcopate” in its representative 
form of governance. In a surprising move  —  surprising from a Reformed 
theological perspective, anyway  —  Jenson affi  rms the Roman Catholic defi -
nition of apostolic succession as located in the historical monarchical 
episcopate and agrees with then cardinal Joseph Ratzinger’s description in 
Dominus Iesus of churches lacking episcopal succession as “wounded.”27 
While acknowledging that Jenson also challenges Roman Catholics to re-
form their ecclesiology, Wood grants that “Lutherans must concede more 
to his theology than must Roman Catholics.”28 Jenson faces an almost in-
surmountable challenge in convincing fellow Protestants of his position 
given widespread belief that nonhierarchical church governance can fulfi ll 
the function of the bishop’s offi  ce just as well as a monarchical episco-
pate.29 Isn’t this, aft er all, still a form of “embodied” presence? While Jen-
son is correct that some Reformed ecclesiologies tend to devalue church 
unity, his generalizations diminish the contributions of the mainline Prot-
estant churches at the forefront of ecumenical unifi cation eff orts in the 
mid –  twentieth century.

According to Jenson, the historical self-identity of the church is pre-
served by the church’s teaching offi  ce, a point further heightened by the 
distinction between the church’s synchronic and diachronic unity. Th e 
church is one, holy, catholic, and apostolic. Th erefore, a necessary task 
of theology is to account for the church’s diversity diachronically (diff er-
ences due to the passage of time) and synchronically (diff erences exist-
ing in the same time arising from contextual changes  —  social, political, 
cultural, gender, etc.). Th eology is both gatekeeper and barrier for Jenson. 
Responding to criticism that such a strong identifi cation of the work of 
the church with the work of the Spirit might hamper the church’s ability 
to reform itself, Jenson asserts that the very possibility of churchly reform 
demands an ontological identifi cation of the church with the risen body 
of Christ. Just as the individual person disciplines his or her own body, 
Jesus disciplines his body, the church: “If there is to be churchly reform, 
the Spirit must do it; it must be done by the triune person who frees the 
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church to be the own body of Christ.”30 Unfortunately, Jenson fails to say 
how the teaching offi  ce, Christ’s reforming agent as the arbiter of dogma, 
is itself reformed.

Jenson’s choice to focus on the church’s diachronic unity is driven by 
ecumenical concerns to heal deep historical rift s in the church. Unfortu-
nately, he says very little about the church’s synchronic unity  —  other than 
to remind the teaching offi  ce of its duty to maintain one communion  —  
leaving the impression that confessional traditions are internally mono-
lithic and free from dissent. Perhaps the greatest weakness in Jenson’s 
two-volume systematic theology is its inability to address and properly 
account for the contemporary church’s synchronic unity. Specifi cally, there 
is no direct engagement of theological voices from the third world or the 
perspective of women and ethnic minorities within the dominant Euro-
pean and North American cultures. Diachronically his theology is strong: 
synchronically it is weak. A mestizo ecumenical ecclesiology strives for in-
clusion at both the diachronic and synchronic levels.

Still, Jenson’s treatment of the church’s diachronic unity is very rich, 
drawing upon a variety of confessional traditions throughout the his-
tory of the church. His hope is that, by equating the church’s self-identity 
through time with the teaching offi  ce in apostolic succession, contempo-
rary divisions will become superfl uous:

At bottom, the chief thing to be done about the integrity of the church 
across time is to pray that God will indeed use the church’s structures of 
historical continuity to establish and preserve it, and to believe that he 
answers this prayer. Much futile polemical theology will be spared on all 
sides when this is recognized without qualifi cation.31

Jenson stands fi rm on his view that the historical church  —  and specifi -
cally the episcopal hierarchy  —  speaks with divine authority because it is 
the earthly embodiment of the risen Christ.

Diachronic unity preserves the historical self-identity of the church, as-
suring us that the church of the present is in continuity with the teaching 
of the apostles, and will continue into the future being one and the same 
church, while synchronic unity seeks to preserve the church’s self-identity 
in diff erent contemporary contexts. Comparing diachronic to synchronic 
is like comparing a telescope to a microscope: when the historical unity 
of the church is observed from afar, petty details are glossed over and 
consensus seems within reach; observed up close, the smallest diff erences 
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are greatly magnifi ed and seem unavoidably divisive. Jenson’s inability 
to address the church’s synchronic reality is particularly noticeable in 
his lack of dialogue with Pentecostalism  —  the fastest-growing branch of 
Protestantism in the Western Hemisphere (if not the world)  —  in spite of 
his emphasis on Pentecost and the role of the Holy Spirit in founding the 
church. Sadly, by characterizing the Free Church movement as “free-fl oat-
ing spiritualism,”32 Jenson risks closing the door to any future dialogue 
with these churches. To use Jenson’s own words, it is as if certain confes-
sional traditions  —  or marginalized voices within a tradition  —  have been 
judged to be “not church.”

One strand of Roman Catholic theology  —  Latin American liberation 
theology  —  presents a model of communion ecclesiology that holds much 
promise for articulating a mestizo view of the church. Liberation theolo-
gians challenge the church to look beyond its liturgical celebrations and 
recognize the sacramental dimension of the work of historical liberation 
as a means of extending Christ’s redemptive work to all humankind. Th e 
vision of Christian community resulting from the apostle Paul’s refl ec-
tions on “the body of Christ” articulated in Vatican II and embraced by 
the Second General Conference of the Latin American Episcopate in 1968 
at Medellín, Colombia, affi  rms a diversity of ministries that challenge tra-
ditional ecclesiologies to move beyond clericalism, recognizes the need 
to transcend existing boundaries (such as the ordination of women) that 
limit the full expression of spiritual gift s, and affi  rms the need to work 
toward full Eucharistic unity as members of the one body: “For in the one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body  —  Jews or Greeks, slaves or free  
—  and we were all made to drink of one Spirit” (12:13). By conceptualiz-
ing the church as a sacrament of God’s salvifi c work  —  with an emphasis 
on human historical liberation  —  theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez and 
Leonardo Boff  build on Vatican II’s “body of Christ” ecclesiology while 
transcending traditional understandings of the church as a sacramental 
community.33 By linking the church’s liturgical practice to its social eth-
ics, liberation theologies broaden the Catholic view of church as mysti-
cal communion to include concrete political action without compromis-
ing sacramental realism (a primary Catholic concern) while embodying 
an alternative model of “communion” that does not privilege a particular 
organizational model (a chief Protestant objection), since the “notion of 
sacrament enables us to think of the Church within the horizon of the 
salvifi c work and in terms radically diff erent from those of the ecclesio-
centric emphasis.”34 In other words, while drawing inspiration from the 
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“new ecclesiological perspective” of Vatican II,35 Latin American libera-
tion theology has articulated one of the strongest criticisms of the hier-
archical church, thus providing contemporary theology with a paradigm 
for evaluating the inherited ecclesiologies of both Roman Catholic and 
Protestant traditions.

Although the “church as sacrament” model conceptualized by Gustavo 
Gutiérrez has been highly infl uential among Latino/a theologians in the 
United States  —  especially among Roman Catholics, as evidenced by the 
theology of accompaniment articulated by Roberto S. Goizueta36  —  mes-
tizo theology still faces its greatest challenge: articulating a distinctive ec-
clesiology. True to its mestizo identity, Latino/a Christianity in the United 
States ought to persevere in navigating borderlands  —  not just between 
cultures but also between confessional traditions. In practice, however, 
dormant confessional commitments oft en rise to the surface over ques-
tions of ecclesiology, as evidenced by the ongoing ecumenical debate and 
discussion on BEM. Still, since U.S. Latino/a theology already occupies 
the borderlands between offi  cial church structures and popular practices, 
and given that Latino/a churches either survive at the periphery of major 
denominations or become “free churches” that empower local congrega-
tions and nurture “home-grown” leadership but still remain marginalized 
within the broader society, U.S. Latino/a theology ought to embrace its 
unique social location to push the boundaries of our inherited ecclesiolo-
gies. As a movement, U.S. Latino/a theology has avoided serious doctrinal 
conversation about those ecclesiological commitments that divide Catho-
lics, Protestants, and Pentecostals, namely, very diff erent understandings 
of the Lord’s Supper (with some Protestant and Pentecostal traditions lack-
ing the very concept of sacrament) and long-standing historical divisions 
about the interpretation of apostolic succession. Pushing the theological 
metaphor of mestizaje to its logical consequence demands a willingness to 
transcend received ecclesiological traditions, however sacred, in order to 
construct a doctrine of the church consistent with the liberative and in-
clusive vision found in the Scriptures and embraced by the Roman Catho-
lic Church in the documents of the Second Vatican Council.

Allusions to the church as “the body of Christ” can be found scattered 
throughout the New Testament (Mark 14:22 and parallels; John 2:19 –  21; 
Heb. 10:5, 10; 13:3, 11 –  12; 1 Pet. 2:24), but only the Pauline letters use the 
image explicitly to describe the church. Without minimizing existing 
doctrinal divisions, mestizo theology needs to revisit these complex bib-
lical images at the heart of communion ecclesiology and, guided by the 
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emancipatory concerns highlighted in this book, delineate what level of 
ecumenical consensus can be achieved. While there are many images for 
the church in the New Testament, communion ecclesiology  —  especially as 
articulated by Latin American liberation theologians  —  employs the Paul-
ine phrase “the body of Christ” in order to highlight human participation 
in the triune life of Christ while acknowledging that human community is 
not possible without the spiritual transformation eff ected by Jesus Christ.

In the letter to the Romans, chapters 5 through 8, Paul develops an ar-
gument about redemption from the “body of death” (7:24) through the 
body of Christ in which a bifurcation between death and life becomes ob-
vious, and life is possible only through mystical union with Christ:

For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly 
be united with him in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self 
was crucifi ed with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and 
we might no longer be enslaved to sin. For whoever has died is freed 
from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live 
with him. We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never 
die again; death no longer has dominion over him. Th e death he died, he 
died to sin, once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. So you also 
must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus. 
(Rom. 6:5 –  11, NRSV)

Th roughout the letter Paul is addressing the church  —  the spiritual com-
munity of those who have died with Christ through faith and have risen 
to new life  —  of whom now much is expected: “You have died to the law 
through the body of Christ, so that you may belong to another, to him 
who has been raised from the dead in order that we may bear fruit for 
God” (Rom. 7:4, NRSV). While life in the Spirit is described as a form 
of bondage  —  slaves to Christ as opposed to slaves to sin (Rom. 8:15)  —  we 
are slaves “in the new life of the Spirit” (Rom. 7:6, NRSV), which brings 
freedom. According to Paul, all of humanity is subject to the law of sin 
and death; the only other option available to humanity is life in Christ. 
One way of understanding the church as a spiritual community in Christ 
is through this mystical participation in the death and resurrection of 
Christ.

Th e community of believers  —  the “saints”  —  is made up of individuals 
who belong to Christ and to one another. By employing this image of a 
body composed of many members (1 Cor. 12:12) with Christ as its head, 
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Paul underscores the importance of individual moral responsibility for 
the preservation of community: “For you were bought with a price; there-
fore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:20, NRSV). Accordingly, enforc-
ing community discipline is one of the Pauline marks of the new spiritual 
community in Christ, since our bodies belong to Christ as members of 
his body and that which we do with our bodies either profanes or glorifi es 
him. But who is included as “members” of the “body of Christ”? Th ose 
who through faith have received grace and have been incorporated into 
the new spiritual community inaugurated by Christ’s death on the cross. 
Yet, even though Paul divides the world into those who are enslaved to 
sin and those who have taken on the yoke of discipleship, he does not 
envision the church as an exclusive community. In fact, in the Pauline 
literature, the very notion of Christ as our “head” (kephale) stresses the 
vastness of Christ’s self-sacrifi ce: “For in him the whole fullness of deity 
dwells bodily, and you have come to fullness in him, who is the head of 
every ruler and authority” (Col. 2:9 –  10, NRSV). In other words, Christ is 
the “head” of each and every human being whether or not he is acknowl-
edged as such by unbelievers. Consequently, since Christ is the ruler of all, 
his reconciliation extends to all: “For in him all the fullness of God was 
pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile himself 
to all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the 
blood of the cross” (Col. 1:19 –  20, NRSV). Th at Christ seeks to reconcile 
with all of humanity (and all of Creation), and not just with those who 
self-identify as “members” of the one body, resonates with the mestizo un-
derstanding of spiritual community as wherever God’s work for liberation 
takes place, and also undermines the exclusive tendencies of our inherited 
ecclesiologies.

In spite of the universal scope of Christ’s lordship, unity remains one 
of the desired characteristics of the new spiritual community described by 
Paul. In Corinth we fi nd a community divided over the Eucharistic meal, 
and Paul’s words to that community provide a strong challenge to those 
traditions that do not affi  rm a real sacramental presence in the celebra-
tion of the Lord’s Supper, and to all who persist in accepting doctrinal 
divisions without working toward a historical unity: “Th e cup of blessing 
that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? Th e bread that we 
break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ? Because there is one bread, 
we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor. 
10:16 –  17, NRSV). Paul distinguishes between a shared common meal and 
the Eucharistic fellowship, arguing that for a meal to be the Lord’s Supper 
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there needs to be a unity of spirit embodied in solidarity and characterized 
by the sharing of common resources for the well-being of all. Th is dying 
of self-interest and living for others  —  “Do not seek your own advantage, 
but that of the other” (10:24)  —  is essential for a genuine celebration of the 
Eucharistic meal in which the many become one in Spirit with the risen 
Christ. Consequently, Paul warns, “Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or 
drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be answerable for 
the body and blood of the Lord. Examine yourselves, and only then eat of 
the bread and drink of the cup” (11:27 –  28). An ecumenical ecclesiology 
ought to strive for genuine unity, not only of belief, but also of praxis. 
As Gutiérrez has argued, the spiritual reality of conversion and solidar-
ity in community celebrated in the Eucharist becomes an “empty action” 
when it is celebrated without “a real commitment against exploitation and 
alienation and for a society of solidarity and justice.”37 Still, while libera-
tive action provides a concrete marker for identifying those practices that 
constitute the church, we are able to celebrate our unity in the Eucharist 
because we are mystically one body in faith through Christ. Paul’s empha-
sis on self-examination prior to receiving the bread and the cup elevates 
the importance of what happens in the Lord’s Supper above mere memo-
rialization to include some notion of a real sacramental presence, chal-
lenging many Protestant communions to revisit their sacramentology.

At the same time, a biblical understanding of church as “the body of 
Christ” reveals a diversity of ministries within the one body that chal-
lenges some of the more rigid hierarchical aspects of Roman Catholic 
ecclesiology. Paul recognizes and affi  rms a multiplicity of charisms, or 
spiritual gift s, without privileging one over the other: “Now there are va-
rieties of gift s but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services, but 
the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God 
who activates all of them in every one” (1 Cor. 12:4 –  6, NRSV). Never-
theless, the test of whether or not a spiritual gift  is genuine is if it pro-
claims, “Jesus is Lord” (12:3), and whether or not it builds up the “com-
mon good” (12:7). Paul recognizes that the church contains many forms 
of ministry and argues that making exclusive claims about the superiority 
of one over the others  —  even such revered offi  ces as apostle, prophet, and 
teachers  —  contradicts God’s purpose for these various spiritual gift s, that 
is, the edifi cation of the spiritual community, “so that the church may be 
built up” (14:5). In fact, Paul goes on to argue that none of these gift s have 
value aside from the spiritual gift  of love: “If I have all faith, so as to move 
mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing” (13:2). In chapter 13 Paul 
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focuses on the actions of love, affi  rming that the spiritual reality of new 
life in Christ yields concrete praxis  —  we participate in the death and res-
urrection of Christ both Eucharistically and through our individual and 
communal actions, for if “one member suff ers, all suff er together with it” 
(12:26).

Looking to the future reminds us that our inherited ecclesiologies of-
ten prove inadequate in the face of secularization, globalization, and plu-
ralism. Furthermore, this plurality of perspectives represents the fullness 
of the Christian heritage rather than the advent of a new reality. From the 
beginning the Christian community has embodied mestizaje, since Chris-
tian identity has always involved the continuous interaction of multiple 
cultural, theological, and political perspectives, whether we look to the 
Jerusalem church in its struggle to integrate Gentile believers, the Patristic 
church and its eff orts to accommodate Greco-Roman culture, or the ef-
fects of globalization and immigration upon North American Christianity 
over the last twenty years. If Christianity has reached a point in its history 
where we can no longer simply label the other as “not church” (Jenson), 
then we must strive to live in mutual interrelation. Th e experience and 
wisdom of the Latino/a church say we must learn to appreciate the rich-
ness of our diverse religious history rather than fall back upon inherited 
ecclesiologies that seek to erect new barriers where now we fi nd porous 
borders. As ecclesia, a gathered mystical communion empowered by the 
Spirit for historical action, we embody the risen Christ when we welcome 
the stranger among us, take an adversarial stance in the face of injustice, 
and create community in the midst of division and strife. Th e experience 
of mestizaje as a privileged location for theological refl ection is one that 
Latino/as share with the whole church because, aside from being our own 
story of immigration and acculturation, it is also the Gospel’s story of in-
clusion and reconciliation.
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N o t e s  t o  t h e  I n t r o d u c t i o n

1. While in North America racial stratifi cation resulted in the practice of 
identifying all mixed-race black/white persons as black, Latin America mestizaje 
oft en recognized the European ancestry of persons of mixed (mestizo/mulatto) 
background, thereby allowing them a place in the dominant society at the ex-
pense of their ethnicity.

2. Frederick Douglass, “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July? An Address 
Delivered in Rochester, New York, on 5 July 1852,” in Th e Norton Anthology of 
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6. A note on language: throughout the text every eff ort is made to use gender-
inclusive language, but quotations are left  exact in order to preserve the author’s 
original intent or bias. Th e terms Latino/a and U.S. Latino/a used throughout this 
work are accepted gender-inclusive self-referential terms for the peoples, tradi-
tions, and theologies sharing a common Iberian (Spanish/Portuguese) linguistic 
and cultural heritage whose social location is the United States.

7. See H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 
1956). In spite of its simplicity, Niebuhr’s paradigm provides a general framework 
for discussing the relation of theology to culture; in chapters 2 and 3 I articu-
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Th eology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997).
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Hans-Georg Gadamer. See Paul Ricoeur, Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, 
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rance (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956), §§23 –  24. Barth’s insights on dogmatics as a 
function of the “hearing” and “teaching” church highlight the provisional nature 
of theological statements. Genuine obedience to the Word of God demands the 
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