
Between Prophecy and Pragmatics
Towards the Formulation of Concrete and Integral Christian Responses to Globalization
Introduction

There is something wrong with globalization as it is being carried out today. Although there remains much diversity of opinion as to what globalization actually entails, and whether it can and should be resisted, regulated or revolutionized, there seems to be a growing consensus that contemporary globalizing processes cannot be left as they are without incurring grave consequences for humanity. The question thus arises: what is one to do? There is probably no one answer to this question. Much will depend, inter alia, upon who one is, where one is located, and what vision of human and cosmic well-being one has. In particular, the Christian’s answer to this question will be informed by his/her appropriation of the Christian Tradition in light of his/her concrete situation.


In seeking to present an integration of the main themes of the course Ethics, Economics and Liberation, this paper will address a dual concern: first, to listen to voices which have critiqued globalization from various different perspectives, and second, to explore what the formulation of integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization might involve. After a brief sketch of several characteristics of globalization, the paper will present critiques of globalization from three perspectives. The first is what might be termed a pragmatic perspective adopted by secular theorists and commentators. The second and third might be considered prophetic perspectives adopted by religious thinkers operating, on the one hand, from the ethical standpoint of Catholic Social Teaching (CST), and, on the other hand, from the theological standpoints of German political theology (PT) and Latin American liberation theology (LT). The concern will be to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of each of these perspectives in regard to their potential for contributing to the formulation of concrete Christian responses to globalization, and to show that any authentically Christian response to globalization will involve a continual negotiation between prophecy and pragmatics.

The Phenomenon of Globalization

It would seem that a proper response to any given phenomenon should first be cognizant of exactly what constitutes it. Yet, as Thomas Massaro has pointed out, “everything about globalization turns out to be contested terrain, even its definition” (Massaro, 1). Still, Massaro highlights four areas in which “increases in the networks of global interdependence are experienced,” namely, “the economic, technological, political, and the cultural” (Massaro, 2). In like manner, Anthony Giddens describes globalization in terms of four “overlapping trends” indicating that “something very new is happening in the world” (Anthony Giddens and Will Hutton in Conversation, in Giddens & Hutton, 1). For Giddens, these four trends are: the world-wide communications revolution, the advent of the weightless economy, a post-1989 (fall of Soviet communism) world, and “transformations happening on the level of daily life.... (such as) the growing equality between women and men” (cf., Giddens and Hutton, 1-2).


Especially the economic and technological aspects can be seen to be closely related. The new weightless or knowledge economy – characterized by the steady increase in international trade and cross-border financing, and which “almost certainly operates according to different principles from the industrial economy that preceded it” – is powered by the new information technology, which allows for instantaneous transfers of capital across cyberspace (Giddens and Hutton, 1).


Politically, the fall of Soviet communism and the rise of multi-national corporations has led to

a world that is multi-polar in ways unique in history. The center of gravity has shifted from sovereign national powers and super-powers to sub-national and trans-national institutions that constrain national governments at every turn.... With decreased government control over cross-border transaction regarding investment, debt and even immigration, national governments are in effect held hostage to the mobility of globalized capital (Massaro, 2).

Even so,

To a great extent, globalization consists of, and is fueled by, the unprecedented worldwide spread of markets and democracy. For over two decades now, the American government, along with American consultants, business interests, and foundations have been vigorously promoting free market democracy throughout the developing and post-socialist worlds (Chua, 7-8, with emphasis added).


The porosity of national borders and the advent of instantaneous global communications have also contributed to ever-increasing levels of interaction between different cultures and ways of life. Like much else connected with globalization, the exact nature and value of this increased cultural interaction is highly controverted (cf., e.g., Polly Toynbee, “Who’s Afraid of Global Culture,” in Giddens and Hutton, 191ff.). The point to note here is the fact that such interaction is taking place to an unprecedented degree.


Ultimately, for Massaro, globalization is a matter of relationships. And the above four aspects of globalization are expressions of a drastic increase in global interaction, which presents contemporary thinkers with the empirical challenge of measuring “the extent and of these increased worldwide inter-changes,” as well as the ethical challenge of evaluating the “quality and morality of these relationships” (Massaro, 2).


We might add that, for a Christian, globalization also presents a theological challenge of recognizing, naming and responding to God in a globalized world. Further, one might argue that rather than viewing the foregoing as mutually exclusive tasks, a Christian might see them as three different aspects of the same challenge: the formulation of integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization. In what follows, we shall examine three resources from which a Christian might draw, in order to formulate such a response. Given the lack of conceptual clarity with regards to the phenomenon of globalization itself, our concern will merely be to indicate possible orientations rather than to posit firm conclusions.

The Pragmatic Critique of Secular Theorists

There are, of course, many diverse secular perspectives on globalization. Reactions might be placed on a spectrum ranging, at either extreme,  from avid (even fanatical) support to relentless (sometimes violent) opposition. And in between might be located those who view globalization more or less either as a mixed blessing or as a necessary evil. It is also clear that not a few of the secular voices in the globalization debate are premised more upon inveterate ideological and theoretical biases than strict empirical data. So much so that Carlos Lozada has emphasized that “rather than obsess over theoretical models that explain how international trade is supposed to work, researchers would do well to examine the hard data (on everything from wages to price levels to trade and production patterns) and determine how trade actually operates in practice” (Lozada, 7). This perspective might be considered a pragmatic one insofar as it considers whether or not there is empirical evidence for asserting that globalization does indeed work.


From this pragmatic perspective, the evidence with regard to the efficacy of globalization for bettering human life is mixed at best. Three aspects of a pragmatic critique of globalization seem especially worthy of consideration, although by no means do they exhaust the subject. The first is that of economic inequity. Regarding global financial markets, the World Bank President James Wolfensohn has been quoted as saying, in the spring of 1999, that, “At the level of people, the system isn’t working” (quoted by Jeff Faux and Larry Mishel, Inequality and the Global Economy, in Giddens and Hutton, 93). This has been interpreted to mean that

the system isn’t providing most of the world’s citizens a better material life.... Central to the moral argument for the rapid universal expansion of the unregulated market-place is the claim that, as a result, living standards will rise faster and incomes... will converge.... So far the promises have not been realized. As trade and financial markets have been flung open, incomes have risen not faster, but slower. Equality among nations has not improved, with many of the poorest nations suffering an absolute decline in incomes. Within nations inequality seems to have worsened. The data are rough, but it is noteworthy that where the measurements of income distribution are most reliable, the trend is towards more inequality (Giddens and Hutton, 93).


Quite apart from the crucial issue of economic justice, Faux and Mishel also raise the question of economic and political sustainability. Economically, the question is “given the importance of maintaining consumer demand in any market economy, will a continued unequal distribution of income ultimately undermine economic growth?” (Giddens and Hutton, 95). And one might also worry about the extent to which rising economic inequality will contribute to political and social instability.


Faux and Mishel find the situation worrying enough to advocate the suspension of further trade and capital liberalization until “countervailing institutions and policies” are put in place (Giddens and Hutton, 110). These include debt reduction and forgiveness, the enforceable protection of core human and labor rights in trade and investment agreements, and the reduction of financial volatility, through such measures as capital controls and a tax on international securities transfers (cf., Giddens and Hutton, 110-111).


Closely connected to economic inequity is the problem of ethnic tensions and violence. In her book World On Fire, Yale law professor Amy Chua argues that:

In the numerous countries around the world that have pervasive poverty and a market-dominant (ethnic) minority, democracy and markets – at least in the form in which they are currently being promoted – can proceed only in deep tension with each other. In such conditions, the combined pursuit of free markets and democratization has repeatedly catalyzed ethnic conflict in highly predictable ways, with catastrophic consequences, including genocidal violence and the subversion of markets and democracy themselves. This has been the sobering lesson of globalization over the last twenty years (Chua, 16).

Chua supports her argument by examining “Chinese minority dominance in Southeast Asia,” “‘white’ wealth in Latin America, “the Jewish billionaires of post-communist Russia,” and the “market-dominant minorities in Africa” (subtitles to the first four chapters of Chua).


Her research also leads her to assert that,

When free market democracy is pursued in the presence of a market-dominant minority, the almost invariable result is backlash. This backlash typically takes one of three forms. The first is a backlash against markets, targeting the market-dominant minority’s wealth. The second is a backlash against democracy by forces favorable to the market-dominant minority. The third is violence, sometimes genocidal, directed against the market-dominant minority itself (Chua, 10).


As with Faux and Mishel, Chua goes on, in the final chapter of her book, to propose some steps by which this problem might be addressed. “The answer is not to swing from one wishful panacea to another, for example by scapegoating democracy and glorifying markets, or vice versa” (Chua, 264). Rather, Chua explores:

(1) the possibility of ‘leveling the playing field’ between market-dominant minorities and the impoverished ‘indigenous’ majorities around them; (2) ways of giving to the poor, frustrated majorities of the world a greater stake in global markets; (3) ways of promoting liberal rather than illiberal democracies; and (4) approaches that market-dominant minorities themselves might take to forestall majority-based, often murderous ethnonationalist backlashes. If we stop peddling cure-alls – both to ourselves and others – and instead candidly address the biases and dangers inherent in both markets and democracy, there is in many cases room for optimism (Chua, 264).


A third noteworthy aspect of the pragmatic critique is the ecological threat posed by globalizing processes. Commentators have pointed out that, whatever its benefits, globalization is doing irreparable harm to the planet. And often it is those at the poorer end of the socio-economic spectrum that suffer most. Nobel prize winner Vandana Shiva, for example, presents a particularly caustic critique in this regard by describing globalization in terms of a global environmental apartheid.

For the poorer two thirds of humanity living in the South, nature’s capital is their source of sustenance and livelihood. The destruction, diversion and takeover of their eco-systems in order to extract natural resources or dump waste generates disproportionate burden for the poor. In a world of globalized, deregulated commerce in which everything is tradable and economic strength is the only determinant of power and control, resources move from the poor to the rich, and pollution moves from the rich to the poor. The result is a global environmental apartheid (Vandana Shiva, The World on the Edge, in Giddens and Hutton, 112).


In addition, Shiva highlights the climatic costs of globalization.

Economic globalization is contributing to global climate instability by promoting an energy-intensive, export-oriented model of development.... (And) the impact of climate instability and ozone depletion is borne unequally by the South. Since most Third World countries depend on agriculture, slight changes in climate can totally destroy rural livelihoods (Giddens and Hutton, 115-6).


She also criticizes globalizing processes insofar as they cause the pollution, contamination and monopolistic control of food and water. “Genetic engineering is now introducing new ecological risks through the food chain. Genetic pollution is emerging as a new source of health risks from food” (Giddens and Hutton, 121). And multi-national corporations are converting “the crisis of pollution and depletion of water resources... (into) a business opportunity” (Giddens and Hutton, 125).


Admittedly, Shiva’s critique is not based solely upon pragmatic considerations, since she invokes ethical principles such as the primacy and sanctity of life (cf., e.g., Giddens and Hutton, 128). Even so, insofar as her arguments and insights can be substantiated by empirical data, they serve to raise more than a suspicion that globalization is not working as it ought, but is in fact leading to adverse side-effects detrimental to human and ecological well-being. The same might be said of the preceding two problems of economic inequity and ethnic tensions. Collectively, these problems should lead one at least to question the wisdom of continuing, without deeper reflection, on the road of globalization.


Clearly, a Christian response to globalization will ignore these pragmatic critiques at its own peril. For they serve to root Christian ethical and theological reflection in the concrete. They play the indispensable role of evaluating means according to whether or not the latter actually lead to envisioned ends. They are thus a necessary element in a Christian response to globalization. However, they are necessary but insufficient. For an integral Christian response to globalization also requires that the means of globalization be evaluated from the standpoint of Christian values. And, more than the means, the very ends of globalization also require examination. A Christian must reflect upon the extent to which these ends are compatible with those of the Gospel. As such, a religious perspective is needed to complement the secular. This distinction is akin to that drawn within CST between the technical and moral aspects of public policy (cf., e.g., Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno (QA), n. 41, in O’Brien & Shannon, 50-51). In the next two sections we shall examine the Christian perspectives of CST, PL and LT.

The Prophetic Critique of Catholic Social Teaching

A religious perspective on globalization, such as that of CST, will seek to evaluate the latter’s goals, processes and outcomes according to a particular religious vision of human and cosmic well-being. CST’s perspective might also be referred to as prophetic insofar as the values against which it judges concrete phenomena are believed to be rooted in divine revelation. The method adopted is that of the pastoral circle or circle of praxis, which is really a dynamic spiral consisting of the elements: see-judge-act. Experience of active engagement with reality leads to reflection in light of Christian values, which in turn feeds back into further action and reflection. 


An important and substantial difference between the pragmatic and the prophetic perspectives is the latter’s appeal to the notion of sin or structures of sin. Etymologically, sin refers to a missing of the mark, or a falling short of the divinely revealed vision or ideal for human and cosmic flourishing. Thus, for example, Thomas Rourke has contended that

globalization is in fact often a manifestation of policies and behaviors rejected by the Church’s social teaching and ultimately rooted in the false anthropological assumptions of liberalism. Hence, to change the drift of globalization we have to go to its very roots; it cannot be satisfactorily ameliorated simply by appeals to personal conversion. Contemporary globalization in fact involves multiple structures of sin (Rourke, 431, with emphasis added).


Rourke’s argument involves evaluating the processes and outcomes of globalization against what he sees as

four definite requirements that any social order would have to fulfill in order to justifiably claim to be compatible with Christianity. First, the conception of the common good must be rooted in a strong sense of service and an efficacious desire to realize the good of all members of the community.... a society.... oriented toward a civilization of love.... Second, society would have to reject consumerism and materialism, working to prevent them from becoming in any way ‘structuralized’.... Third, although a Christian anthropology does not forbid profit-making, the latter cannot be the determining factor governing the behavior of any particular enterprise or of the economy generally. Hence, an economic system in accord with Christianity would have to make values such as solidarity, service through work, full employment, and living wages the context for profit-making. Fourth, a society compatible with Christianity would have to be united around a moral vision that gives public preference to all features associated with the common good understood as universal solidarity (Rourke, 431-2, with emphasis added).


And, as one might expect, Rourke argues that globalizing processes are in fact inimical with the Christian vision of a just society. Instead, their very logic involves a systemic entrenchment of structures of sin. Rourke thus calls for Catholic opposition to globalization.

Globalization is a world-transforming set of economic, political, and cultural processes, which should galvanize considerable Catholic opposition. Rooted in materialism, economism, and technological reductionism, globalization as currently practiced is largely indistinguishable from what John Paul II has condemned under a variety of rubrics, including neoliberalism. Moreover, globalization is transforming the nature of politics in such a way that states increasingly serve not the common good but the needs and demands of large corporations.... Globalization, accompanied by the increasing power of global financial and industrial conglomerates, is also in deep tension with the principle of subsidiarity (cf., e.g., QA, n. 79).... On the cultural front, globalization promotes ethnic tolerance within a framework of cultural imperialism, demanding conformity to rules established by technology, the market, and the profit motive, cultural differences notwithstanding.... (T)he roots of this disturbing trend... lie in an inadequate anthropology.... Christian morality, which includes the integral flourishing of the humanum, is not a utopian option, but offers a key to unlocking the very meaning and order of the economic sphere (Rourke, 440-1, with emphasis added).


Rourke’s critique is indeed incisive. And any Christian evaluation of globalization should pay attention to his observations. Before going further, however, it is perhaps necessary to compare Rourke’s position to that of another CST theorist. Massaro, for example, while also critical of globalization, takes a position that seems to favor regulation over opposition. He proceeds from the

assumption that a globalized order is surely here to stay, no matter what we as heirs of the tradition of Christian ethical reflection do, we will never have the opportunity to start all over again in a non-globalized context.... (I)t is beyond our control whether we globalize, although I suspect some recalcitrants might be able to huddle like sectarians as far away from global markets as possible. What is within our power to influence is the question of how we will globalize. In other words, as people of a Christian faith that seeks to engage culture, our resistance against market forces had best become a carefully measured one, as we seek a desirable modus vivendi which will surely include prudent compromises with global capitalism (Massaro, 3).

Massaro sees this position as consonant with official Catholic teaching, which has “adopted a measured embrace of what is good in globalization and a heart-felt, if not consistently boldly prophetic, appeal to curb practices that are destructive and exploitative” (Massaro, 4).


Whether the recommended response be opposition or regulation, it is perhaps fair to observe that, in general, CST tends to be much stronger on critique than it is on prescription. This self-imposed modesty is related to the distinction, referred to above, that it makes between technical matters and moral conduct (QA, n. 41). While CST is concerned to expound upon the latter, as regards the former, CST is mindful of its own limited expertise and respects the autonomy of the secular sciences and institutions. This reticence can also be attributed to the fact that, although rooted in experience, CST is articulated by the official magisterium or teaching authority of the Catholic Church, which does not see it as being its mission

to utter a unified message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity.... It is up to the Christian communities to analyze objectively the situation which is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel’s unalterable words and to draw principles of reflection, norms of judgment and directives for action from the social teaching of the church” (Pope Paul VI, Octogesima Adveniens (OA), n. 4, in O’Brien and Shannon, 266).


As such, it follows that, as was the case with the pragmatic perspective, CST is a necessary but insufficient element in the formulation of integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization. For the principles of reflection, norms of judgment and directives for action that CST proposes require instantiation in concrete circumstances. And how this is done requires the kind of practical wisdom and spiritual discernment that goes beyond an intellectual grasp of basic ethical principles. Rather they involve a continual negotiation between values and concrete circumstances. And, in the words of Paul Ricoeur, “We have to accept the conditions for action as they present themselves. The first sign of Christian hope is to believe that something can always be done in every situation” (Ricoeur, “Ye Are the Salt of the Earth,” in Ricoeur, 113).

The Prophetic Critique of Political and Liberation Theology

The PT of Johann Baptist Metz and the LT Ignacio Ellacuría constitute two further resources from which a Christian might draw. Like CST, both might be considered religious and prophetic perspectives. And both came to prominence around the same time.

In the 1960's the terms ‘political theology’ and ‘liberation theology’ (came) into vogue and (expressed) new trends in theology. In Germany, the term was introduced at first without any awareness of its previous background. It was coined to express theological reaction to the individualism of existential theology. It sought to underscore the public, societal and political dimensions of the Christian life. In Latin America, liberation theology came into public and official consciousness at the Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops in Medellin where, in a discussion of the educational task of the Church, the term ‘liberation’ was used. In the general theological literature it replaced ‘development’ as an approach to the Latin American situation.... Although the recent German political theology has often been associated with... the liberation theology of Latin America, it should be quite clearly differentiated... (Schüssler-Fiorenza, 167)

We shall thus consider PT and LT in turn.


Metz’s Political Theology

While the preceding perspectives have been primarily focused upon an external critique of globalization, the PT of Metz is characterized by an internal critique upon Christian theological reflection. Its point of departure is

an analysis of the societal situation as secularized.... understood as the demystification of nature due to technological developments.... (PT argues that) the response to the secularized situation by existentialism or by transcendental theology is inadequate. Faith is reduced to the private sphere of individual existence or to transcendental subjectivity.... If society has reduced faith to the private sphere, then existential theology accentuates this privatization rather than works against it.... (As such) PT demands a new hermeneutic. Instead of an existential understanding of the Gospel, it demands a political interpretation.... The Gospel message has public meaning and social application. Noting that theory and praxis are intrinsically related, PT affirms that the faith must necessarily relate to social and political praxis.... emphasis is given to a new fundamental theology that is not formal and transcendental but stresses the cultural retrieval of eschatology or the memory of the passion of Christ. This fundamental theology argues that a narrative rather than a metaphysical analysis is the appropriate methodological approach to cultural retrieval (Schüssler-Fiorenza, 167-170, with emphasis added).


In addition to the notion of praxis, another central concept of Metz’s practical fundamental theology is the subject. “As a practical fundamental theology, a political theology must elaborate itself as a theology of (sic) subject” (Metz, 9). And “it works out its theology of the subject as a theory of history and of society – resisting the typical division of labor between systematic theology and theology of social doctrine – and... it grasps and develops this theory as a practical theory” (Metz, 12). In addition, it has been noted that according to Metz, “as a social praxis, Christian praxis... is also guided by an understanding of praxis that does not ignore the pathic structure of this praxis, including the categories of mourning, joy, and solidarity” (Burke, 1). 


Although it does not seem to explicitly address the problem of globalization, Metz’s PT provides an important reminder and example of how Christian engagement in concrete situations should have an impact upon theology. And, conversely, theological reflection should proceed in dialogue with the milieu within which it is situated. Metz’s practical fundamental theology is thus a testimony to the necessity and possibility of striving for an integration of the theological and spiritual with the social and political elements of Christian faith. A follower of Metz would find in his practical fundamental theology the intellectual and spiritual impetus to engage, evaluate and respond to globalization in the light of the Gospel.


This, of course,

is not to imply that the political dimension is the exclusive horizon for understanding Christian doctrine nor to assert that the political dimension of theology is exhausted in its foundational function.... (T)hat there are existential and transcendental horizons that can and should be analyzed in reference to their societal and political dimension in no way denies their significance as distinct horizons. The political and the existential are each more extensive than the other.... (It is also) necessary to reflect explicitly upon the distinction but not the separation of the political from the transcendental, existential, and anthropological because the political is often understood by means of the very metaphors, images, and models of the former.... (Further, a) political theology that would too readily abandon a transcendental method would fail to elaborate the complexity of issues in specifying what is rationality and how the order of human rationality and the political order are interrelated (Schüssler-Fiorenza, 146-7).


However, for our purposes, attention must also be paid to what might be a crucial shortcoming in Metz’s approach. As the Latin American liberation theologians have pointed out, Metz’s approach is a purely negative critique, a political theology without a politics. Metz has

proposed that the churches should engage in purely negative criticisms of political programs and policies but that they should not advocate specific political programs. Yet every program and policy is subject to critique in the light of the eschatological hope for harmony among nations, peoples, and even the creatures of nature.... It is the very nature of politics to engage in compromises about policies and pragmatic solutions to issues. To abstain from favoring one particular program over another, is to avoid getting to the heart of what politics is all about. It is true that Metz’s political theology does not sufficiently develop the relation between political theology and political ethics... Metz concedes that there is not a direct and immediate application of Christian faith to political practice. Therefore, political theology itself needs ethical reflection and political ethics to link faith and practice. Latin American liberation theologians have criticized Metz for this appeal to ethical theory and (sic) the mediating link between faith and practice (Livingston, 282-3, with emphasis added).

Clearly, then, even if one accepts Metz’s practical fundamental theology, it is insufficient, not least because it does not presume to make explicit links between faith and concrete political practice. In particular, it provides no explicit criteria by which one might evaluate particular political positions and policies. 


Ellacuría’s Liberation Theology

In contrast to Metz’s PT, Latin American LT proceeds from an analysis of its situation in terms not of secularization but of

dependency and oppression.... The Church is seen as still having enormous public influence and this public influence is the basis for the demand that the Church engage itself politically. A major criticism made by the Latin American theologians is that the German theologians presupposed that their own secularized situation is universal (Schüssler-Fiorenza’s, 168).


And while Metz targets existentialism and transcendental theology, in

Latin American liberation theology, developmentalism and liberalism are... criticized for failing to come to terms with the situation. Developmentalism assumes the situation can be remedied without changing the very structures that cause situations of dependency. Liberalism with its two levels relegated the layman to the world and the Church to the religious sphere. Hence it undercut more than it intended the engagement of the Church in the world (Schüssler-Fiorenza’s, 168-9).


Further, in comparison with Metz’s PT, LT

does not so much move from theory to praxis as from praxis to theory. It places a premium on partisanship, commitment to the oppressed, and involvement as presuppositions of the discovery of truth. The experience of injustice leads to ideological suspicion which is in turn applied to theological superstructures. The result of such ideology criticism is the ability to read the Scriptures in new light and gain insights that can illumine the faith and enlighten us to the present task. This approach is proclaimed as a new method that leads to a liberation of theology (Schüssler-Fiorenza’s, 170).

This new method is not unlike the abovementioned circle of praxis used in CST (cf., Musser & Price, 290).


Thus, while LT is similar to Metz’s PT, in that both have a concern to undertake an internal critique of theology, LT goes further. Its internal critique of theology leads it to reconstruct the theological enterprise in ways that result in the articulation of external critiques and concrete public policy prescriptions.


For example, a central aspect in the theology of Ignacio Ellacuría is what might be seen as a radical conflation of the eschatological and the historical around the central theological concept of salvation. For Ellacuría, 

the special characteristics of the theology of liberation.... are due to the Christian and epistemological locus in which the theological is situated, to the theologian’s preferential option for the poor, and to the desire to place the ‘inbreaking’ of the Kingdom of God at the service of the historical salvation of humanity, keeping this historical salvation in the closest possible relationship with the Christian salvation of humanity and the world (Ellacuría, “The Historicity of Christian Salvation,” in Ellacuría & Sobrino, 253, with emphasis added).

And again,

Salvation history and the so-called profane history both belong to a single history, which includes God’s history; what God has done with all of nature; what God does in human history; and what God wants to come from God’s constant self-giving, which can be imagined as going from eternity to eternity....This unity is based on the profound conviction that there is only one God and Father, only one creation, only one Savior, only one Kingdom of God, only one eschatology, only one world, and only one humanity.... The example of Jesus’ life remains the fundamental criterion showing how God enters the service of humanity.... God’s history is nothing but the structural unity of salvation history and the history of the world (ibid, 274, with emphasis added).


Along with this unity of the eschatological and historical, there seems to be a no less radical conflation between the secular and the sacred, or the ecclesial and the political. This is seen in the central role given to the Church in the furthering of the project of historical salvation of humanity.

The theology of liberation.... begins with historical acts and seeks to lead to historical acts, and therefore it is not satisfied with being a purely interpretive reflection.... From this perspective the church presents itself, first, as that people of God who pursue in history what Jesus clearly marked as the presence of God in humanity.... The church is a sacrament of liberation and must act as a sacrament of liberation (Ellacuría, “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of Liberation,” in Ellacuría Ellacuría & Sobrino, 543-4).


This ecclesial task of historical salvific action is also articulated in terms of a prophetic denunciation of prevailing structures of oppression, so as to construct a new heaven and a new earth, more consonant with the utopian horizon of the Kingdom of God. Ellacuría’s prescriptions for such a reconstructive effort are especially noteworthy for our purposes, and warrant a more extensive quotation.

The creation of the new earth implies the utopia of a new economic order, a new social order, a new political order, and a new cultural order.... In the economic order, Christian utopia, seen from Latin America, arising from real historicized prophecy in a determined situation, proposes a civilization of poverty to take the place of the present civilization of wealth. From a more sociological than humanistic perspective, this same utopia can be expressed by proposing a civilization of work to take the place of the dominant civilization of capital.... Corresponding to that new economic order, a new vigorous and multi-polar social order must arise in which it will be possible for the people to be more and more the agents of their own destiny and to have greater possibilities for creative freedom and for participation.... The social dimension should prevail over the political dimension but not take its place.... A new political order... is based on the attempt to go beyond the political models that are the result and at the same time the support of both liberal capitalism and Marxist collectivism. What is proposed is not a third way.... From (the Latin American) viewpoint, it can be affirmed both from theory and from verification of historical reality and, of course, from utopian prophecy, that a revolution in the present dynamisms and structures is needed, an anti-capitalist revolution... and an anti-imperialist revolution.... The question is not, then, if a revolution is needed or not, but what revolution is needed and how to bring it about.... A new cultural order ought to free itself from the models of Western culture, for these leave much to desire when it comes to achieving the perfecting and the happiness of human beings.... Culture... must be liberating.... oriented toward persons, communities, peoples, and nations who are constructing their own self-being in an effort of creation and not only of acceptance (Ellacuría, “Utopia And Prophecy in Latin America,” in Ellacuría & Sobrino, 313, 314, 319-20, 322, 324-5, with emphasis added).


In contrast then to Metz’s PT, which proposes for the Church a purely negative role of prophetic critique, Ellacuría’s LT thrusts the Church into the forefront, giving it the tasks not only of prophetic critique but also of utopian reconstruction. Clearly, the strength of this approach lies in the way in which it is able to integrate theological reflection with concrete prescriptions for ecclesial praxis in the world. Thus Ellacuría’s approach might seem to be most pertinent for providing guidance in the formulation of integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization. However, quite aside from its theological merits or demerits, one might perhaps question the feasibility of such an approach.


What is being attempted seems to be a direct transposition of gospel values into the social and political sphere in an all-or-nothing manner. This is especially evident, for example, in the way in which Ellacuría dichotomously characterizes social and historical structures in terms of sin and grace.

Some social and historical structures objectify the power of sin and serve as vehicles for that power against humanity, against human life; some social and historical structures objectify grace and serve as vehicles for that power in favor of human life. The former constitute structural sin; the latter constitute structural grace.... To think that sin exists only when and insofar as there is personal responsibility is a mistaken and dangerous devaluation of the dominion of sin. The theology of liberation encourages people to change specific structures and to seek new ones, because it sees sin in some and grace in others (in Ellacuría & Sobrino, 275 with emphasis added).

From such a standpoint, a Christian will be implicated in sin unless he/she immediately overturns prevailing oppressive structures. There can be no compromises or delays. And good intentions do not count. While one can understand that from the standpoint of the oppressed, nothing short of a radical overturning of prevailing structures will do, it does not seem unreasonable to think that, rather than furthering the cause of the poor, such an all-or-nothing approach might instead lead to paralysis, and more prolonged suffering.


Further, whatever might be its efficacy in the Latin American context, one might question the prudence of Ellacuría’s apparent collapsing of the church-state distinction, especially in more secularized, pluralistic or multi-religious societal settings.


In the following passages from his Political and Social Essays, Paul Ricoeur seems to be making a similar point.

Being the salt of the earth means that the Church must maintain the tension between a morality of absolute right and wrong (the morality of the Gospel) and the morality of what is feasible in practice (the morality of politics). The Church must maintain this tension almost to breaking point. It would be the greatest hypocrisy if the Christian were to insist on introducing the absolute claims of the Sermon on the Mount directly and brutally into politics, ignoring the tension between such absolute claims and the relative, inadequate possibilities of political action.... In my opinion, political action undertaken by the Church risks prolonging the death throes of Christendom as a political factor, and of clericalism. These death throes have a demoralizing effect on Christians and also on non-Christians, driving them to cynicism, amoralism and despair. When it emerges from this illusion, the Church will be able to give light once more to all men – no longer as a power, but as a prophetic message (Paul Ricoeur, “Ye Are The Salt Of The Earth,” in Ricoeur, 122, 123).


And again,

First rule: it is not legitimate (nor even possible) to deduce a politics from a theology, for every political commitment is formed at the point of intersection of a religious or ethical conviction with information of an essentially profane character, with a situation which defines a limited field of possibilities and available means, and with a more or less hazardous choice.... Second rule: political commitment has meaning not for the church but for the believers; that appears clear in principle, but it is not yet clear in fact (Ricoeur, “Adventures of the State and The Task of Christians,” in Ricoeur, 209).


Between Theology and Politics

It would seem then that while Metz’s PT does not go far enough, Ellacuría’s LT goes too far. The former limits the task of theology to that of critique, and so provides no guidance for how a Christian might link Gospel values with concrete political engagement. It sees this mediation as the task of a political ethics that is beyond the province of theology. Ellacuría’s LT, on the other hand, seems to broaden the scope of theology in a way that simply attempts to translate the Gospel directly into political action in a way that might risk paralysis instead of facilitating effective political action.


The question we are left with is how a Christian might negotiate the distance between the Gospel and political action; and whether the negotiation of that distance is the proper task of theology, political ethics, or perhaps some combination of the two (in this regard, cf., e.g., Schüssler-Fiorenza’s notion of political theology as a reconstructive foundational theology, in  Schüssler-Fiorenza’s, esp. 171ff.). The formulation of integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization will necessitate deeper reflection upon this question, which goes beyond the scope of this paper.

Conclusion

We began with the assertion that there is something wrong with globalization. Our examination of the various critiques should have strengthened our conviction about this fact. It should also have heightened our sense of urgency in addressing the question of how one might formulate integral and concrete Christian responses to globalization. However, in this regard, our discussion has clearly raised more questions than it has provided answers. We know that such responses will have to consider pragmatic perspectives in order to be concrete. We also know that they will have to consider ethical, theological and even spiritual perspectives, in order to be integrally Christian. But questions remain about how one might integrate these aspects.


Perhaps it is true that, “we are no longer – or not yet – in the age of great syntheses. A total and coherent structure will today be a deception. The only way open today is that of a method of approximation and convergence” (Ricoeur, “The Project of A Social Ethic,” in Ricoeur, 164). And in keeping with this view, our discussion has been less about providing a global synthesis than it has been about illuminating spaces: between theology and politics, between prophecy and pragmatics. For it is likely that the challenge for the contemporary Christian is to live graciously the inevitable tensions that result from an in-between existence in an in-between time.
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