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English Abstract

The paper develops an interpretation of the pragmatic and religious investigations of
William James (1842-1910), particularly in The Varieties of Religious Experience (VRE),
through some elements of the theological method of Gustavo Gutiérrez (1928) in order
to examine to what extent the dialogue of both authors constitutes a contribution to
contemporary theological discussion. In that sense, this essay supports the hypothesis
that the general common emphasis of both authors on the experience and the mutual
awareness of theological reflection as the exercise of understanding the embodied faith,
requires a theoretical and inseparably existential approach in order to make a valuable
contribution to the secular context of the theology of our time. In that frame, | maintain
that VRE supposes a complex exercise articulation of two complementary ways of
studying the religious phenomenon: a minimalist approach (an exercise of abstraction
from the incarnated nature of the experience of faith) and a maximalist approach (which,
rather, examines the experience of faith in all its density, in all its cultural, economic,
political dimensions, etc.), the same that allow us, as we shall see, a more appropriate
analysis of the religious beliefs according to the contexts in which we are situated. The
essay finalizes by indicating how the theology of Gutierrez could be interpreted as a part
of this dual strategy of reasoning, arguing that the Peruvian theologian develops a
process of orthodox secularization of theology that permits both a more abstract,
convener and open discourse and a true work of deepening the Gospel's message and
the tradition of the Church.

Key words: William James, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pragmatism, theology, experience.
Resumen en espaiiol

El articulo plantea una interpretacién de las investigaciones religiosas de William
James (1842-1910), particularmente en Las variedades de la experiencia
religiosa (VRE), a través de algunos elementos del método teoldgico de Gustavo
Gutiérrez con el objetivo de examinar en qué medida el didlogo entre ambos
pensadores constituye una contribucion a la discusion teolégica contemporanea. En
ese sentido, este trabajo defiende la hipétesis de que el énfasis de ambos autores en la
experiencia y la consciencia mutua de que la reflexion teoldgica consiste en un ejercicio
de inteligencia de la fe, requiere de una aproximacion indesligablemente tedrica y
existencial para poder hacer una real contribucion al contexto secular de la teologia de
nuestro tiempo. En ese marco, se sostiene que VRE supone un complejo ejercicio de
articulacion de dos aproximaciones complementarios para el estudio del fenémeno
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religioso: una minimalista (un ejercicio de abstraccion respecto de la naturaleza
encarnada de la experiencia de fe) y una maximalista (qQue, en cambio, examina la
experiencia de fe en toda su densidad trascendente, cultural, econdmica, politica, etc.).
Este ejercicio de articulacion nos permite un modo de analisis mas apropiado de las
creencias religiosas de acuerdo a los contextos en los cuales nos encontremos. El
articulo termina indicando cémo la teologia de Gutiérrez puede ser interpretada como
parte de esta estrategia doble de razonamiento, afirmando que el tedlogo peruano
desarrolla un proceso de secularizacién ortodoxa de la teologia que le permite tanto un
lenguaje mas abstracto y convocante, como uno que verdaderamente profundice en el
mensaje del Evangelio y en la tradicion de la Iglesia.

Palabras clave: William James, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pragmatismo, teologia, experiencia.
Resumo em portugués

Este artigo propde uma interpretacdo das investigacdes religiosas de William
James (1842-1910), particularmente em Variedades de Experiéncia Religiosa (VRE),
usando alguns elementos do método teolégico de Gustavo Gutiérrez com o objetivo
examinar em que medida o didalogo entre ambos os pensadores constitui uma
contribuigdo a discussédo teoldgica contemporanea. Nesse sentido, este trabalho
defende a hipoétese de que a énfase dos dois autores na experiéncia — bem como a
consciéncia partilhada por ambos de que a reflexao teoldgica consiste em um exercicio
de inteligéncia da fé — requer uma abordagem ao mesmo tempo tedrica e existencial,
para que seja possivel uma real contribuicdo ao contexto secular da teologia de nosso
tempo. Nesses termos, sustenta-se que VRE supde um complexo exercicio de
articulagdo de duas abordagens complementares para o estudo do fenémeno religioso:
uma minimalista (um exercicio de abstragdo relativamente a natureza encarnada da
experiéncia de fé) e uma maximalista (que, por sua vez, examina a experiéncia de fé
em toda sua densidade transcendente, cultural, econémica, politica etc.). Este exercicio
de articulagao nos permite um modo de andlise mais apropriado das crengas religiosas,
em conformidade com os contextos em que nos encontremos. O artigo termina
indicando como a teologia de Gutiérrez pode ser interpretada como parte dessa dupla
estratégia de raciocinio, afirmando que o tedlogo peruano desenvolve um processo de
secularizagdo ortodoxa da teologia, o qual Ihe permite tanto uma linguagem mais
abstrata e convocatéria, quanto uma linguagem que verdadeiramente aprofunde a
mensagem do Evangelho e a tradigao da Igreja.

Palavras-chave: William James, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pragmatismo, teologia, experiéncia.

In the following lines | propose to the reader a strategy that allows us to examine
theology in a renewed way by means of the establishment of some central connections
between the writings of William James (1842-1910) and Gustavo Gutiérrez O. P. (1928).
For this purpose, | first want to show in section 1 how Gutiérrez conceives theological
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work, emphasizing the consequences that can be derived from the author’s conceptual
shift according to which theology is comprehended as the understanding of the faith,
i.e., as a reflection whose starting and returning point is the believer’s experience of
faith. In the second section of the essay | want to revise how James conceived the
philosophical enterprise, showing the novelty of his Pragmatism and its structural
similarities, especially regarding the role of experience for theoretical reflection, to
Gutierrez’s thesis presented in section 1. After raising the central parallels between the
ideas of both thinkers, in the final sections | point out their relevance to contemporary
theology. In section 3 | synthetically show that James developed a dual but integrated
strategy to examine religious phenomenon: a minimalist approach that is an exercise of
abstraction from the embodied nature of the experience of faith that focuses on its core
elements, those more capable of reaching consensus and less dependent on a
particular religious denomination, and a maximalist approach that instead examines the
experience of faith in all its density, in all its cultural, economic, and political dimensions
the same approach that allows, as we shall see, a more appropriate analysis of the
religious beliefs according to the contexts in which we are situated. The essay ends
(section 4) by indicating how the theology of Gutiérrez could be interpreted as a part of
this dual strategy of reasoning, arguing that the Peruvian theologian develops a process
of orthodox secularization of theology that permits both a convener and open discourse
and a true work of deepening the Gospel’'s message and the tradition of the Church.

Section 1

Near the beginning of his famous A Theology of Liberation, Gustavo Gutiérrez
says something that | believe is crucial:

Theological reflection —that is, the understanding of the faith— arises
spontaneously and inevitably in the believer, in all those who have accepted the
gift of the Word of God. Theology is intrinsic to a life of faith seeking to be
authentic and complete and is, therefore, essential to the common consideration
of this faith in the ecclesial community. There is present in all believers —and
more so in every Christian community— a rough outline of theology. There is
present an effort to understand the faith, something like a pre-understanding of
that faith which is manifested in life, action, and concrete attitude. It is on this
foundation, and only because of it, that the edifice of theology —in the precise
and technical sense of the term— can be erected. This foundation is not merely a
jumping-off point, but the soil into which theological reflection stubbornly and
permanently sinks its roots and from which it derives its strength.[1]

| want to begin with the lines just quoted to propose an interpretation that | believe could
shed light on James’s Pragmatic reflection about religion and, at the same time, on the
value of the methodological approach of Gutiérrez’s liberation theology. The first feature
that | find worthy of consideration is that Gutiérrez, in a very novel conceptual
movement, prefers to speak of theology as the understanding of the faith. This
suggestion is entirely relevant if we direct our attention to James’s Pragmatic approach
to religion that, insofar as it is suspicious of metaphysics, has always preferred the
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personal experience of the believer. In any case, what interests me here is to note that
the Peruvian theologian is very emphatic, not only in this brief passage but throughout
his work, in saying that there is no genuine theological reflection if it is not rooted in life,
in action (gesture in the Spanish original), in concrete attitude. It is not merely a
chronological beginning for research: it is the starting point of experience as a condition
of possibility of any further consideration.

Although not a specialist in classical Pragmatism,[2] Gutiérrez’s theological
insight has led him very close to positions such as those of William James and John
Dewey regarding philosophical reflection. | am not saying here that they have equal
projects; nevertheless, | can identify some similar structural features that we must
consider. If we refine our sight, for example, we may have already noticed that the last
part of Gutiérrez’s quotation recalls the Jamesian emphasis on the role of experience in
the constitution of any theoretical framework.[3] This is what Gregory Pappas calls "the
meta-philosophy of the classical pragmatists.”[4] Pappas quotes Douglas Browning:

Understanding John Dewey’s comprehensive and, in its details, dauntingly
complex philosophy requires taking account of his view of the three essential
phases of the experience, namely, (1) the starting point in everyday experience
of all our attempts to enhance the meaning of our lives, (2) the process of the
experimental transformation of such experience and (3) the experience of
consummatory achievement. ...the first phase has been too often neglected. This
is unfortunate, since Dewey’s notion of experience, which is the key to grasping
the import of each of the phases, is initially shaped at the starting point and
carried forward from it.[5]

| think that this passage by itself shows the centrality of these phases, but is particularly
the first point that most concerns us. In that sense, | believe it is a valuable contribution
to consider the matter in the same terms when we are talking about William James and,
by extension, of the theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez. To evade the value of the starting
point of experience as a condition for any further theoretical development in James or
Gutiérrez implies a mutilation of the novelty of the thought of any of these authors. In
that sense, Pappas's admonition regarding the minimal attention paid by neo-
Pragmatists to the metaphilosophical level of reflection becomes very relevant. In the
case of John Dewey, the philosopher that Pappas studies, the question becomes clear
when we examine some misguided readings precisely because they pass over the
"starting point of experience.”[6]

In any case, what | want to stress now is that in the three mentioned authors the
specific experience plays a fundamental role and is the inescapable condition for
reflection. Like Dewey, Gutiérrez refers to it as the starting point. Similarly, both the
Peruvian theologian and William James mention the notion of an attitude when making
reference to speculation. Gutiérrez understood it as the concrete attitude, the
experience of life we could say, which is the source of the understanding of the faith; the
philosopher speaks of a philosophical attitude or temper of mind that is directed to the
specific experience as the ground for reflection.[7]
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Let us go back to Gutiérrez to delve into the issues we have just presented. The
basic idea of liberation theology, as this author maintains, is to "reconsider the ‘practice’
of the church in today’s world.”[8] In the introduction to the work we have quoted, the
author elaborates on this point:

This book is an attempt at reflection, based on the gospel and the experiences of
men and women committed to the process of liberation in the oppressed and
exploited land of Latin America. It is a theological reflection born of the
experience of shared efforts to abolish the current unjust situation and to build a
different society, freer and more human. Many in Latin America have started
along the path of a commitment to liberation, and among them is a growing
number of Christians; whatever the validity of these pages, it is due to their
experiences and reflections. My greatest desire is not to betray their experiences
and efforts to elucidate the meaning of their solidarity with the oppressed.[9]

The theological work that this thinker is proposing is not intended to be anything but a
theoretical elaboration whose source is the life experiences of individual men and
women engaged in the process of what he calls liberation.[10] | do not intend to
investigate here the depths of Gutiérrez’'s proper theological developments in the
technical sense, but | would like to show how, from a different research perspective, this
theologian was aware of something that was also constantly on the horizon of James
and also of Dewey: the idea that reflection comes from life and it must return to it. If this
was not possible, James believed, we would be faced with vain and unnecessary
intellectual disputes.[11]

In the same vein but from a Christian perspective, Gutiérrez also speaks of
theology as a critical reflection on praxis. Our author thus identifies a number of items
that reinforce this theological conception: A) The rediscovery of the centrality of charity
in the Christian life: "faith works through charity"[12] and hence the "understanding of
the faith appears as the understanding not of a simple affirmation —almost
memorization— of truths, but of a commitment, an overall attitude, a particular posture
towards life."[13] B) The significant evolution of spirituality, in which contemplation and
action are no longer opposed notions and in which we can speak more precisely of
a contemplation in action. C) An increased sensitivity to anthropological aspects of
revelation: "the Word about God is at the same time a promise to the world." The point
rests on never forgetting that "the God of the Christian revelation is a God
incarnate” (made man in the Spanish original).[14] And, Gutiérrez explains, it is not
about a horizontalism or a mere mundaneness but "is simply a question of the
rediscovery of the indissoluble unity of humankind and God."[15] D) Furthermore, "the
very life of the church[16] appears ever more clearly, as a locus theologicus."[17] In that
sense, Gutiérrez quotes M. D. Chenu: "They are poor theologians who wrapped up in
their manuscripts and scholastic disputations, are not open to these amazing events
[referring to the commitment in social movements], not only in the pious fervor of their
hearts, but formally in their science; there is theological datum and an extremely fruitful
one, in the presence of the Spirit.”[18]
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This is an all-important precision. The feeling of spiritual closeness to the
church praxis is not enough for the theologian; he is required to incorporate that praxis
into the rigor of theological exploration.[19] The duty of the Church as an institution and
of the magisterium is living "the joys and hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of persons
in this age."[20] In the same strain, and mainly after the impulse of Vatican Il,[21] E) we
can speak more properly of a theology of the signs of the times. Thus it is not just an
intellectual exercise, but a call to concrete pastoral service to others. F) Philosophy has
also taken place in this process with the emphasis on human action as a point of
departure for any reflection. Gutiérrez thinks about Blondel, us, probably, about William
James. G) Perhaps in this same area, the theologian mentions the fundamental role of
Marxist thought at the time, and the centrality of the transformative praxis of the world in
Marxism. As we know, this was one of the topics that generated more suspicion on the
most conservative wing of the Church.[22] Finally, H) the rediscovery of eschatology
made theological reflection focus more attention on the historical praxis:[23]

‘To do the truth,” as the Gospel says, thus acquires a precise and concrete
meaning in terms of the importance of action in Christian life. Faith in a God who
loves us and calls us to the gift of full communion with God and fellowship with
others not only is not foreign to the transformation of the world; it leads
necessarily to the building up of that fellowship and communion in history.
Moreover, only by doing this truth will our faith be “verified” (veri-ficara in the
Spanish original), in the etymological sense of the word. From this notion has
recently been derived the term orthopraxis, which still disturbs the sensitivities of
some. The intention, however, is not to deny the meaning of orthodoxy,
understood as a proclamation of and a reflection on statements considered true.
Rather, the goal is to balance and even reject the primacy and almost
exclusiveness that doctrine has enjoyed in Christian life and above all to modify
the emphasis, often obsessive, upon the attainment of an orthodoxy that is often
nothing more than a fidelity to an obsolete tradition or a debatable interpretation.
In a more positive vein, the intention is to recognize the work and importance of
concrete behavior, of deeds, of action, of praxis in the Christian life.[24]

Section 2

Considering the observations developed to this point, there are two ideas that are
worth highlighting from the quoted lines, ideas that allow us to establish some parallels
with the work of James. Regardless of the precise content, Gutiérrez is particularly
close to the deeper motivations of classical Pragmatism: concrete behavior, action,
praxis. With this | do not intend to deny the value of theoretical reflection; in fact, no
Pragmatist would do so.[25] That would be naive or a rhetorical turn full of
Romanticism. What is denied is the primacy or even the exclusivity of the theoretical
approach.

The other point | would like to distinguish is the similarity between the notion of
truth handled by Gutiérrez and that postulated by William James. Again, | speak of
general similarities, | do not pretend to hold a conceptual identity. For James the
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question rests on our approach to the problem of truth. James argues that the
intellectualist side of the conflict declares "that truth means essentially an inert static
relation. When you've got your true idea of anything, there's an end of the matter. You're
in possession; you know; you have fulfilled your thinking destiny.”[26] As is clear, James
is objecting to the idea that there is the possibility of a truth conceived as a fixed
possession. This is particularly important because from it you can derive disastrous
practical consequences, moreover, in the case of religion: it limits the free experience of
the believer’s option, turning it into a mechanical exercise of security and certainty
acquisition.[27] That is why James immediately replies with this intellectualist version,
postulating an outline of what his theory of truth means: "Pragmatism, on the other
hand, asks its usual question. ‘Grant an idea or belief to be true,’ it says, ‘What concrete
difference will its being true make in anyone's actual life? How will the truth be realized?
What experiences will be different from those which would obtain if the belief were
false? What, in short, is the truth's cash-value in experiential terms?’"[28]

The truth is connected to the problem of how it may affect the lives of human
beings, what changes can lead us to accept that something is true and not false. In that
vein, James argues something quite suggestive: "The truth of an idea is not a stagnant
property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by
events. Its verity is in fact an event, a process: the process namely of its verifying itself,
its veri-fication. Its validity is the process of its valid-ation.”[29] Let us go back to
Gutiérrez. In the quoted passage, was he not talking about "doing the truth"? Did he not
say that to make the truth is the way to verify our faith? Was that not why he was talking
about orthopraxis? And, after that, what have we just examined in James? Precisely
that ideas become true, that truth is verified in experience. Notice also that both
Gutiérrez and James used a set of italics to indicate the Latin root of the word
verification with the clear intention of emphasizing that truth is made. But it is not only
about that; the connections become more explicit if one considers that James was also
a religious thinker and a Pragmatist philosopher with a Christian background[30] who
had learned to articulate his faith with a view of the world and philosophy, as we have
been detailing. Thus, James could say something like "there is not one grace of the
Spirit of God, of the existence of which, in any professor of religion, Christian practice is
not the most decisive evidence. ... The degree in which our experience is productive of
practice shows the degree in which our experience is spiritual and divine."[31]

The passage shows the application of Pragmatism to the realm of religion. The
spiritual authenticity of religious experience is measured in terms of its impact in the
field of the praxis of the believer. Not for nothing did C. S. Peirce, in a footnote to “How
to Make Our Ideas Clear” and in allusion to his Pragmatism, mentioned one of the
biblical passages that refers to the actions of every human being as the measure of the
authenticity of their faith: "By their fruits we shall know them"(Matthew 7: 15-20). [32]
Without doubt, James thinks in the same terms. | would also like to emphasize, as is
evidenced by the quotation from Peirce, that the experience is deeply biblical. Faith,
love, hope -- all these evangelical values are authentic only when they happen in the
concrete life of the believer. The fruits given by the man of faith are those that testify to
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the truth of his experience. It is in this context that James can say very clearly that “at
bottom we are thrown back upon the general principles by which the empirical
philosophy has always contended that we must be guided in our search for truth.”[33] In
short, his conception of a genuine religious experience is strongly related to the notion
of truth, which is one of the general principles that James holds: the primacy of practical
consequences. Without fruit, there is no way to account for faith, a conception shared
by both James and Gutiérrez.

Section 3

Having said that, however, there are still some issues to clarify, and they can take
shape if we examine the title given to this essay. In my view, James’s entry to the
problem of religion has two complementary sides, at least if we consider his most
significant work in this regard, The Varieties of Religious Experience.[34] The first and
most developed consists of the evaluation of religious phenomenon in psychological-
descriptive terms in order to establish patterns that allow us to understand the common
core of that kind of phenomenon. Beyond the very specific details that | cannot explain
here, the central point for the purposes of my argument is that James said that this
common core was formed by the concrete experiences of life transformation
(conversion and its variants), which were attributed to the intervention of an external
entity (the divinity). In that sense, our author showed, through a pragmatic analysis of
the experiences of faith of the religious geniuses,[35] that those experiences reveal a
profound value and that their truth was made clear by positive practical consequences
in the life of the believer.[36]

Nevertheless, this argumentative line is insufficient because it does not account
for the density of the experience of faith, even when it shows its truth and legitimacy in
Pragmatic terms. James was aware of this, and that is why, in the concluding section of
the book, he indicates that this kind of approach was only intended to provide a sort of
reasoning able to defend the legitimacy of faith from skeptical objections, like those
presented by William Clifford,[37] that sought to declare faith to be an immoral and
irresponsible practice. Then, after establishing the rational legitimacy of faith through the
Pragmatic test of the positive consequences for human life, James took a further step
by accepting the insufficiency of his analysis,[38] making it explicit that faith is a much
more complex, dense, and embodied experience.

Perhaps the best way of expressing this is through some extracts from a letter
sent to James by his friend John Jay Chapman. Chapman had previously written him to
criticize the coldness with which James approached the study of religious experience,
reducing it, according to Chapman, to a simple calculation of consequences. James
answered in these terms:

Dear Chapman,
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Pray continue your epistolary explosions. The latter one did my heart real
good. You belong to the Salvation Army party; and the poor little razor-like "thin
end of the wedge" which your academic personages twiddle between their
fingers must indeed seem loathsome to the robuster temperaments at the other
end. You remind me of the farmer who said to his bishop, after a sermon proving
the existence of God, “It is a very fine sermon, but | believe there be a God after
all.”

Faith indeed! Damme if | call that faith, either. It is only calculated for the
sickly hotbed atmosphere of the philosophic-positivistically enlightened scientific
classroom. To the victims of spinal paralysis which these studies superinduce,
the homeopathic treatment, although you might not believe it, really does good.
We are getting too refined for anything; altogether out of touch with genuine life.
Therefore | tie to you as a piece of water-closet paper might try to tie to a stone, if
it were afraid that the wind would blow it away.

All this rubbish is only for public purposes. In my individual heart | fully
believe my faith is as robust as yours. The trouble about your robust and full-
bodied faiths, however, is, that they begin to cut each other's throats too soon,
and for getting on in the world and establishing a modus vivendi these pestilential
refinements and reasonablenesses and moderations have to creep in. | am sorry
for your paragraph about your supposed connection between belief and conduct.
It is by no means busted; on the contrary, it is one of the most tremendous forces
in the world.[39]

As follows from the letter and the reading of the conclusions of Varieties, James used
this strategy only for public purposes. His intention was to persuade the nonbeliever, at
least, that persons of faith have a right to believe without accusing them of irrational and
irresponsible behavior. Nonetheless, James was fully aware of the strategic nature of
this approach, completely conscious of the alive, intense, historically and communally
located character of our religious beliefs. Therefore | would like to discuss James as a
philosopher who establishes a healthy duality for the understanding of the experience of
faith—of theology, as defined by Gutierrez—a duality that is expressed through two
different but complementary argumentative lines, the minimalist and the maximalist. In
this context, when | refer to a theological minimalism | mean a kind of strategic
approach posed to find minimum points of encounter, especially in the public sphere,
among people who have a religious affiliation and those with a different one or simply
with people who profess no creed. In that sense, to speak about the palpable dimension
of faith, namely its practical positive consequences, is a propitious method because it
evades the difficulties derived from the most particular religious elements of any
confession, those which could be a barrier for the establishment of convergence points
with the believer in another creed or with the nonbeliever. For instance, making things
like the virginity of Mary, the infallibility of the Pope, the cultural developments of liturgy,
the different conceptions of transcendence, the various sociopolitical interpretations of
the Gospel, and so on the conditions of any agreement between religious persons (or
between them and nonbelievers) would be almost impossible.[40] On the other hand, if
religious people put all these very particular beliefs aside by a kind of epoché, they
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could concentrate on their shared goals: peace, love, forgiveness, piety, and so on. In
diverse ways, these are all very relevant values for the public sphere.

Notwithstanding the previous remarks, the experience of faith, as Michael Walzer
argues for ethics, "is dense from the beginning, culturally integrated, fully significant,
and only occasionally reveals itself as faint, when [theological] language is directed
towards specific purposes."[41] That dense, integrated, and fully significant character
represents the maximalist dimension of faith. A reflection that focuses on this
perspective is what | call a theological maximalism. What James proposes in Varieties
are two ways of approaching the religious phenomenon whose virtue lies in the different
aspects that they illuminate according to the needs required by the circumstances. This,
as can be noticed, is especially important in contexts where a broad-based public
consensus is required and in which the lack of a theological minimalist strategy could
make the voice of men and women of faith irrelevant if they defend a tough dogmatism.
[42]

Section 4

Having said all this, we still have a pending task: to place the theology of
Gustavo Gutiérrez in this argumentative context. My thesis is that Gutiérrez’s theological
reflection supports both a minimalist and a maximalist reading, and therefore has a
fundamental importance to contemporary theological discussion. While in the context of
the ideas stated above the theology of Gutiérrez is clearly a maximalist exercise of
reflection —located in the sociopolitical context of Latin America and shaped by the
experience of the suffering poor of Jesus Christ—I claim at the same time that this work
allows a minimalist approach.

In my opinion, what operates in the work of Gutiérrez is what | call an orthodox
secularization of theology. | am referring to the conceptual shift from theory to practice
developed by the Peruvian theologian, emphasizing the fact that theology must be
understood as an exercise of understanding of the faith, i.e., the study of how faith in
Jesus Christ is lived, especially by men and women who suffer injustice. | have called
this movement secular because it shifts the emphasis that previous theology placed on
metaphysics, the famous ontotheology of Martin Heidegger, to the realm of human
experience, the saeculum.

The theological process behind this change is represented by the movement
from what philosophers called the God of metaphysics to the God who became man
and dwelt among us, the God of the Gospel. This is precisely what allows me to talk
about an orthodox secularization of theology because Gutiérrez does not break with the
theological tradition[43] that precedes him[44] yet he renews it from inside, retrieving the
strength of the phenomenon of the incarnation and the relevance of the role of the Son
of Man in the liberation of the human being. This is something clearly stated by the
deeds of Jesus narrated in the Gospel, actions that show, without any doubt, the
preferential option for the poor made by the Savior, a preferential option that is, as the
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Pope remembered in Aparecida,[45] the most characteristic note of the Latin American
church.

The interesting thing is that in developing this orthodox movement of
secularization, Gutiérrez poses a finely articulated project that allows him to convene
around his theological discourse actors who do not share the Christian revelation, but
do share the same preoccupation with the injustice denounced by liberation theology,
the sensibility for the unjustified misery of the poor. Thus the Peruvian theologian is able
to maintain a significant balance that allows him, within a Catholic orthodox maximalism,
to have a minimalist matrix that gives the project an enviable openness and convening
power.

To sum up, | argue that the beginning of a dialogue between the reflections of
James and Gutiérrez could be very helpful to contemporary theological discussion,
particularly if one accepts the central role that both authors give to praxis, to experience
as the starting point of theological reflection. For his part, James, according to my
interpretation, provides a framework that helps us develop argumentative discourse
strategies that illuminate different dimensions of religious phenomenon, namely those
that allow the search for a common ground between believers and nonbelievers
(theological minimalism) and those that reveal the dense and incarnated character of
the experience of faith (theological maximalism). This is very suggestive because, from
this context, it is possible to comprehend Gutierrez’s theology with new eyes: we can
see in it a fine job of articulating both theological strategies. Thus Gutiérrez displays a
maximalist theological strategy that permits a minimalist reading due to his practical
emphasis on experience, the same manifested in the project of integral liberation of the
human being. While the Peruvian theologian is very emphatic in stating that liberation
presents three complementary dimensions,[46] the fact is that the commitment to the
project, at least in its first two levels of the sociopolitical and the psychological-personal,
does not depend on faith in Christian revelation. Hence, for example, someone like José
Maria Arguedas,[47] whose centenary was celebrated in the present year, was very
close to the motivations of liberation theology through his entire life and more clearly at
the end of his life due to his friendship with Gutiérrez, despite his confessed atheism.
[48] Because of this, | believe that the work of Gutiérrez and his methodological
considerations, particularly those related to the theological task, articulates this double
way of strategic analysis of religious phenomenon proposed by James. | therefore
maintain that liberation theology is an entirely alive and instructive reflection, despite his
four decades of intellectual and pastoral work.

Let me conclude by saying that | believe that the task of exploring the thought of
Gustavo Gutierrez, undoubtedly one of the most important theologians of recent history,
is still pending, especially in regard to Peruvian scholars. We must enter in dialogue
with his ideas with a creative and innovative spirit, putting his theology in conversation
with new currents of thought, following the guidelines provided by Gutiérrez himself in
his first writings. We must retrieve Gutierrez’'s work in order to be able to derive new
questions, new problems, and certainly some paths to answers from the richness of his
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ideas. Putting his writings in relation to those of James has been a modest attempt to be
a part of that renewed study spirit. My hope is that this work will continue in order to
think more deeply about the density of our present but, even more importantly, to live
deeply the density of our present, trying to change the destiny of those innocents who
suffer unjustly.
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