BIBLICAL HERMENEUTICS OF LIBERATION
Gerald West’s book under this title (Second Revised Edition, Orbis, 1995) proposes Modes of Reading the Bible in the South African Context, as his subtitle indicates.  But he sets this proposal in the wider context of the various liberation theologies (see pp. 83-88).  He refers to Per Frostin in describing the methodological shift of this new paradigm with the following emphases: “the choice of the interlocutors of theology; the perception of God; the social analysis of conflicts; the choice of theological tools; and the relationship between theology and praxis.”  Biblical hermeneutics of liberation is not a self-contained academic exercise.  As Gustavo Gutierrez writes in his Theology of Liberation, “It is a theological reflection born of the experience of shared efforts to abolish the current unjust situation to build a different society, freer and more human.”  As the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians declared in 1976, “We are prepared for a radical break in epistemology which makes commitment the first act of theology and engages in critical reflection on the praxis of the reality of the Third World.”
The interlocutors for liberation theologies and biblical hermeneutics of liberation are not, as in dominant Western theologies, the educated nonbelievers or Schleiermacher’s cultured critics of religion, but the poor, the “non-persons,” the exploited, especially those who are excluded in terms of class, gender, and race or culture.  The basic problem is not unbelief but idolatry, pursuit of and submission to systems of oppression.  The challenge is not to build weighty theological constructs or intellectual apologies but to struggle for the liberation and fullness of life of all God’s people.  This is “the option for the poor,” the basic commitment so often recited at the heart of the new reading of the Gospel, which we all know is “good news to the poor” and “to let the oppressed go free.”

This leads us to pose the possibility of re-reading the Bible as a whole through the lenses of the Sabbath-Jubilee vision and mandates that emerge so dramatically in the Torah, are proclaimed so forcefully by the prophets, appear so centrally in the mission and message of Jesus, and are equally central to the life of the early church.  The Bible is not to be relegated to “religious” and “spiritual” matters but is fundamentally concerned about social relations, economics, and human wholeness in community--locally, globally, and ecologically.
1.  Reflect on your own faith formation as a child, as a young person, and/or as an adult and ask yourself what have been the central concerns of that faith formation.

2.  Consider what radical shifts you may have experienced in your faith journey, in your understanding of God and God’s purpose for humankind and creation.
3.  If in fact the poor and excluded and oppressed are to be recognized as primary interlocutors for our theology and our mission, what might be the implications for our lives?

