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During the Cold War, both Chile and El Salvador experienced times of extensive 

state violence, including the torture and disappearance of many of their own citizens. 

Ignacio Ellacuría, a Jesuit priest and liberation theologian, acted as a prophetic voice 

during the Salvadoran Civil War. I will examine his theology as a narrative of structural 

sin, redeemed through liberation, with the Church acting as a ‘historical sacrament.’ 

William Cavanaugh, an American theologian, assessed the use of torture in Chile as a 

tactic which tears apart both individual and social bodies. While the state uses torture to 

rend the society, and nationalism to bind atomized individuals to itself, he sees the re-

membering of the Church in the Eucharist as the proper response to state violence. 

Through these authors, we see a Church that takes seriously its concern for the poor (in 

body and spirit) and we learn to seek unity that distinguishes the Church from the world 

as a space of faith, hope, and love. 
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PREFACE 

 

 

 When the sun rose this Easter morning, it was hidden by a thick bank of clouds. 

Permeating them was the grey light of morning, which would soon break through to the 

full sunlight of midday. On Friday night we left the chapel in silence, waiting in darkness, 

knowing that on Easter morning we would exclaim “He is risen, indeed!” He is, indeed, 

risen, but we often see Him through the clouds, as in a mirror dimly, while we wait for 

Him to shine forth like the noonday sun in all His glory. The Church is “in between,” 

knowing that Jesus has been raised and knowing that He will come again, but stricken by 

the pain of His body, the Church, and the darkness of Holy Saturday. We exalt Him, 

knowing that He will come again. We exalt Him, knowing that He has been raised to life 

eternal. And we exalt Him, knowing that the old things have passed away, that the new 

things have come.  

 Christ has already come and He has not yet finished His work in the Church and 

the world. Nonetheless, the Church must abide in the already and the not yet in the face 

of state violence and suffering, poverty and oppression, sexual violence and emotional 

scars. When I began this project, I wanted to know how Christians could live as a faithful 

witness to the world through their political actions. Now, as I write the final lines, I see 

that the Church walks with Christ and with His disciples through Holy Week. In some 

ways, it walks the road of suffering with Christ as it should. In some ways, it stays 

faithful to the Rabbi and Lord. But, in other ways, it flees from the garden and leaves the 

Lord to walk alone, hiding in fear, denying its master and friend, or gathered together but 

inattentive to the Suffering Servant. This work is a testament to the struggle of the 
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Church on Good Friday, to walk with the oppressed, the beaten, the broken, and, I hope, 

an encouraging reminder that His lowly band of disciples, committed to love the Living 

God and His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, saw the resurrected Lord and lived as a 

witness to the Gospel. These authors call the body of Christ to witness to the Gospel in 

the dark day of waiting between Christ’s death and resurrection, between His ascension 

and His return. It is the mission of the Church to love the people of God and the potential 

people of God throughout the nations, witnessing to salvation and redemption in word 

and deed. May we live in that calling and bless His Name forever.  

 

Lauren Lee  

 

 

March 27
th

, 2016 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Father Ignacio Ellacuría, S. J., a priest of the Jesuit order, was murdered in 1989 

by a military squadron on the grounds of the one of the most important universities in El 

Salvador, the Universidad Centroamericana “José Simeon Cañas” (UCA), where he 

served as rector. The death of Ellacuría and five of his companions, their housekeeper, 

and her child, brought to light the level of atrocity being perpetrated during the 

Salvadoran Civil War. Before his life was cut short, Ellacuría left a powerful testimony 

for Christians in both his life and his work, contributing to the development of liberation 

theology. He criticized the state in El Salvador for the structures of sin it maintained and 

the oppression of its people.  

Only nine years after Ellacuría’s assassination, William T. Cavanaugh would 

publish his first book, Torture and Eucharist: Theology, Politics, and the Body of Christ. 

Cavanaugh was an assistant professor at the University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, 

Minnesota at the time, but his work was grounded five thousand miles away and twenty-

five years earlier in Chile, just after the coup that would bring the military junta and 

General Augusto Pinochet Uguarte to power. In his work on the Chilean military 

dictatorship, Cavanaugh focuses on the Church and the power of the Eucharist in 

opposition to the dismantling of physical and social bodies, while in many of his other 

works he concentrates on the role of the Church as an alternate mode of society, in 

contrast to the state that seeks to become an idol.  

 Drawing from two theologians with distinct backgrounds and apparently 

dissimilar expectations for the interaction between Church and state, this work will add to 
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the broad discussion of the work of the Church and the world. This is a discussion 

recently carried on by Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, John Howard Yoder, Stanley 

Hauerwas, and liberation theologians, particularly from or in Latin America and the 

developing world. Ellacuría’s important contribution to the discourse of liberation 

theology had been relatively unstudied for the first two decades after his death. Now, 

with a recent translation of a collection of essays and a book on Ellacuría’s soteriology 

published by Michael Lee, the digital archiving of Ellacuría’s notes, and several volumes 

of essays on Ellacuría’s work and a history of the UCA having been published in the last 

several years, Ellacuría’s work is becoming an important, philosophically robust corpus 

for the study of liberation theology.
1
 In studying Ellacuría’s political theology, this work 

aims to bring to light Ellacuría’s ecclesiological and political narrative of salvation and 

liberation.  

Cavanaugh’s work is an interesting counterpoint to Ellacuría’s work, which has 

not traditionally been synthesized with or compared to liberation theology. A reading of 

most of Cavanaugh’s corpus presented ample fodder for an alternate narrative of the 

world. Writing for the sake of peace and the embodiment of the Church on earth, 

Cavanaugh, like Ellacuría, seeks to make the Church the source of grace to the world that 

                                                 
1
 See Michael E. Lee, Ignacio Ellacuría: Essays on History, Liberation, and Salvation (Maryknoll, 

NY: Orbis Books, 2013); 

 Michael E. Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation: The Soteriology of Ignacio Ellacuría (New 

York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2009); 

 “Archivo Personal de Ignacio Ellacuría, S.J. - Centro de Documentación Virtual Ignacio 

Ellacuría, S.J.,” accessed April 27, 2016, http://www.uca.edu.sv/centro-documentacion-virtual/indice/;  

Mathew J. Ashley, Kevin F. Burke, and Rodolfo Cardenal S.J, eds., A Grammar of Justice: The 

Legacy of Ignacio Ellacuria (Orbis Books, 2014);  

Robert Lassalle-Klein, Blood and Ink: Ignacio Ellacuria, Jon Sobrino, and the Jesuit Martyrs of 

the University of Central America (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2014). 
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it has often failed to be. Bringing Ellacuría into conversation with Cavanaugh, we 

recognize two modern responses to the rise of the state relative to the Church and to the 

violence and oppression of the twentieth century, both from war and from systemic 

injustice. This study will reveal that the authors may share more common ground than 

previously expected, though they imagine that the light of the Church will reach the 

world by different means. 

In the coming pages we will see two narratives of sin and salvation, and of the 

interaction of the world and the Church. By way of introduction, we will examine 

Ellacuría’s personal and philosophical influences, including the historical reality of El 

Salvador and his professors and mentors, Karl Rahner and Xavier Zubiri. We will also 

examine the background for Cavanaugh’s historically-rooted investigation of the Chilean 

state run by Augosto Pinochet from 1973 to 1990. With a brief introduction to our 

interlocutors completed, we will consider the narrative of structural sin and “[l]iberation 

is understood as salvation” in Ellacuría’s work.
2
 Ellacuría develops the idea of the 

Church as the “historical sacrament of salvation,” which we will examine, as it 

demonstrates a particular way that the world encounters grace and the Church encounters 

the world.
3
 Next, we will see the narrative of rending and binding in the state and in the 

Church for Cavanaugh. The state rends individuals and social bodies through torture, and 

then binds atomized individuals to itself through nationalism, while the Church demands 

that its members cease to worship the state and binds them in the body of Christ through 

                                                 
2
 Ignacio Ellacuría, Freedom Made Flesh: The Mission of Christ and His Church, trans. John 

Drury (New York: Orbis Books, 1976), 104. 

3
 Ignacio Ellacuría, “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of Liberation,” in Ignacio 

Ellacuría: Essays on History, Liberation, and Salvation, ed. Michael E. Lee, trans. Margaret D. Wilde 

(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2013), 228. 
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the Eucharist. Our theologians’ narratives show us a Church that takes seriously its 

concern for the poor (in body and spirit), as they consider the church of the poor and the 

victims of state violence. Seeing the Church as a witness in and to the world, we learn 

that it must stand apart from the world as a body of faith, hope, and love. It knows the 

truth of Christ’s resurrection, and yet it awaits the fulfillment of Christ’s Reign in the 

Second Coming. 

 

Ellacuría: Historical Reality and Salvadoran Strife 

 

 Ellacuría was a priest, an academic leader, a philosopher, a teacher, a popular 

political voice, and a man devoted to the oppressed. He was profoundly formed by his 

reactions to the historical reality of El Salvador. Ellacuría was born in 1930, in 

Portugalete, a town in northern Spain. In 1947, he entered the novitiate in Loyola, after 

which time joined a group of novices who went to found a novitiate in El Salvador, 

where he would devote himself to the Salvadoran people.
4
 Ellacuría then studied in 

Innsbruck, Austria with Karl Rhaner, a German Jesuit, who was among theologians 

“rethinking the neo-scholastic distinction and opposition between nature and grace, the 

natural and the supernatural.”
5
  He was influenced by “Rahner’s insight regarding this 

historicity of faith by linking it to his philosophy of a historical reality.”
6
 God reveals 

Himself in history through particular actions in particular times and places. For Ellacuría, 

“[b]elievers participate in the history of grace, the one history of God and humanity, in 

                                                 
4
 Ignacio Ellacuría, “Biografía: El P. Ignacio Ellacuría (1930-1989),” Universidad 

Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas, accessed April 16, 2016, 

http://www.uca.edu.sv/martires/IgnacioEllacuria/ellacuria.php. 

5
 Lee, Bearing the Weight of Salvation, 25.  

6
Lee, Ignacio Ellacuria, 8.  
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the Spirit-led transformation of the world to more closely resemble the reign.”
7
 The 

Church was to transform the world, to fill it, as God filled history. Rahner passed on to 

Ellacuría an unwillingness to see dualism between spiritual matters and historical matters, 

which would prepare him to further consider the nature of history in his studies with 

Xavier Zubiri.  

In 1962, Ellacuría began working on his thesis with Xavier Zubiri, a Spanish 

philosopher who would be one of the most notable influences on Ellacuría’s thinking.
8
 

Zubiri embraces humans as 

“‘installed in’ reality in a basic way. Humans apprehend real things that have an 

‘itself-ness’ to them. As real, all things are interrelated. Reality, then, possesses a 

primacy, which implies that ‘existence,’ ‘meaning,’ ‘being,’ etc., all emerge 

within and from it. Moreover reality itself places an ethical demand upon human 

beings to which they must respond.”
9
 

 

Ellacuría is faced with structural sin, a reality built on the accumulation of historical 

realities. From Zubiri, he came to understand that “history represents the highest 

realization of reality,” though that reality is often tainted by sin.
10

 Reality and history then 

have an ethical demand, such that philosophy cannot remain purely abstract but “must 

engage in ideology critique” in response to the sinful culmination of history.
11

 This 

critique ought to come “from that location where the fullness of reality makes itself 

present.” Accordingly, Ellacuría-scholar Michael Lee summarizes,  

                                                 
7
 Ibid., 9. 

8
 Ellacuría, “Biografía: El P. Ignacio Ellacuría (1930-1989).” 

9
 Lee, Ignacio Ellacuria, 5. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid., 6. 



6 

 

“Not only are ever-new forms of reality always possible, but from a theological 

perspective that adopts the philosophy of historical reality—all of intramundane 

reality is linked intrinsically to the reality of God. At the same time this 

dynamism and openness possess a special qualifier: the higher forms of history 

never bypass the material—reality’s ‘more’ always includes prior and lesser 

forms. This ensures the unity of history. It also serves as a principle of 

historicization and curbs any inclination to idealistic of escapist logic that would 

attempt to ignore or bypass historical reality.”
12

  

 

Zubiri’s “filosofia pura, pero no pura filosofia (philosophy that is pure, but not purely 

philosophy),” as Ellacuría would call it, required the confrontation of reality and 

philosophy, of suffering and theology.
13

 Soon, at the UCA, Ellacuría’s leadership would 

demonstrate that theology and philosophy could not be disengaged from reality or from 

history. 

Ellacuría became a professor at the UCA in 1967 and the rector in 1979. He spent 

the intervening years working with fellow Jesuits in the UCA to start the university’s 

journal, Estudios Centroamericanos (ECA), and founding and directing the Centro de 

Reflexión Teológico (Center of Theological Reflection). As the UCA began pursuing its 

mission, the political, social, and economic situation in El Salvador deteriorated. Spanish 

colonization left the strong imprint of hierarchical rule on society.
14

 Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth century El Salvador was exploited primarily for export crops, 

particularly coffee and cocoa. By the late twentieth century, after centuries of using the 

hacienda system, the majority of the land in El Salvador was in the hands of a few 

wealthy families. With little land available to them, many poor families migrated to 

Honduras. However, when the “Soccer War” broke out between El Salvador and 

                                                 
12

 Ibid., 6–7. 

13
 Ellacuría, “Biografía: El P. Ignacio Ellacuría (1930-1989).” 

14
 Ibid. 
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Honduras in 1969, many Salvadorans were forced to return to El Salvador. Throughout 

the seventies, the situation worsened and by 1975, forty percent of Salvadoran peasants 

were left without land. Nicaragua, just to the south, saw the success of a revolution by the 

Frente Sandanista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) in 1978, and hemispheric concern for 

Central American stability grew.
15

 

In October of 1979, continuing five decades of military rule, a small, reform-

minded military junta briefly took power. However, the junta, representing both the 

powerful right and the repressed left, supported by leaders at the UCA, was unable to 

reform security forces, enact land reform, and recognize trade unions as planned. By mid-

January 1980, the traditional military forces, which kept de facto power, had prevented a 

successful political change. After Archbishop Oscar Romero was assassinated while 

giving the Mass in March of 1980, tensions finally broke out into civil war in 1981. The 

country maintained a democratic façade, but, while a U.S.-backed Christian Democrat 

acted as president, security forces took the reins in day-to-day activities of the country
16

. 

The Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (Farabundo Mart National 

Liberation Front, FMLN) came together in 1980 as the primary representative of the 

revolutionary left, including the majority of the guerilla groups formed throughout the 

1970s in El Salvador. Most of the five guerrilla groups comprising the FMLN would 

resist negotiated settlement through most of the 1980s, as their communist ideologies led 

                                                 
15

 Harry E. Vanden and Gary Prevost, Politics of Latin America: The Power Game, 3rd ed. (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 245–50. 

16
 Ibid. 
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them to conclude that overthrow of the current regime was necessary.
17

 Unfortunately, 

the decade would come to a close without resolution.  

The UCA’s radical opposition to oppression, particularly state oppression, would 

not go unpunished. In 1989, a government death squad assassinated Ellacuría and five of 

his fellow UCA priests, their cook, and her daughter. On November 11, 1989, the 

Salvadoran government had made “accusations and death threats against Ellacuría, 

Segundo Montes, Archbishop Rivera, Bishop Rosa Chávez” and others on the radio.
18

 

This was widely recognized as a precursor to an assassination, as it was in the case of 

Archbishop Romero. Despite the threat, and increased militarization around the UCA, 

Ellacuría and his colleagues remained faithful to the UCA. Ellacuría returned from a trip 

to Spain on the 13
th

 of November. On November 15
th

, as part of a larger counter-

insurgency offensive, troops came to the Jesuit house, considering the UCA to be a 

guerrilla stronghold. A group of men from the Atlacatl Battalion, many of whom were 

trained by the U.S. military, arrived at the UCA. They destroyed much of the Jesuit house 

and shot Ignacio Ellacuría, Martín Baró, Segundo Montes, Amando López, and Juan 

Ramon Moreno, all Jesuit priests, in the garden outside their residence. Then, inside the 

house, they killed Father Joaquin López y López, the only native Salvadoran among the 

priests. However, not all who died that night were priests; the final two casualties of the 

tragedy at the UCA were the Jesuit’s housekeeper, Elba Ramos, and her fifteen-year-old 

daughter Marsiela Ramos. Though this was not the first case of violence on the UCA 

                                                 
17

 Michael E. Allison and Alberto Martín Alvarez, “Unity and Disunity in the FMLN,” Latin 

American Politics and Society 54, no. 4 (December 1, 2012): 89–118, doi:10.1111/j.1548-

2456.2012.00174.x. 

18
 Instituto de Estudios Centroamericanos and El Rescate, The Jesuit Assassinations (Kansas City, 

MO: Sheed & Ward, 1990), 27. 
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campus, these murders turned the world’s eyes towards the Salvadoran Civil War and 

helped to create international pressure for peace negotiations that began in 1989 and 

would finally be completed in 1992.
19

  

The 1992 Chapultepec Peace Accords would call for the reduction of the size of 

the army by half, “removal of more than 100 military officers implicated in human rights 

violations during the civil war,” a new police force, the end of the National Intelligence 

Directorate, democratic elections, the completion of agrarian reforms begun in 1980, and 

“the FMLN disarmed in exchange for land and resettlement compensation for its troops 

and the right to become a political party.”
20

 The political climate has become more open 

since the signing of the Accords. In a state that once fought bitterly against the FMLN the 

last two presidents have come from the party, including current president Salvador 

Sánchez Cerén. Nonetheless, the signing of the peace accords and the rise of political 

openness for the left would not prevent El Salvador from becoming one of the most 

violent countries on earth.  Gang violence, primarily from the Mara Salvatrucha and 

Barrio 18 gave El Salvador the highest murder rate in the Western Hemisphere in 2015.
21

 

Leaving the civil war behind, El Salvador has not overcome all of its difficulties, though 

it has left behind a measure of the state repression and upheaval of revolutionary 

violence.  

 

 

 

                                                 
19

 Instituto de Estudios Centroamericanos and El Rescate, The Jesuit Assassinations. 

20
 Vanden and Prevost, Politics of Latin America: The Power Game, 249. 

21
 Arron Daugherty, “El Salvador Is Most Violent Nation in Western Hemisphere,” accessed April 

10, 2016, http://www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/el-salvador-is-most-violent-nation-in-western-

hemisphere. 
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Cavanaugh: Finding Peace through the Global Body of Christ 

 

 To understand much of William Cavanaugh’s writing will require less 

background for U.S. readers, as his work is written for a U.S. audience. Nonetheless, 

basic background on Cavanaugh and on the Chilean context will be necessary. 

Cavanaugh is a Catholic theologian, currently teaching at DePaul University, who is 

firmly committed to the importance of peace and of the Church as a life-giving 

community. He wrote his doctoral dissertation, which would be published as Torture and 

Eucharist: Theology, Politics, and the Body of Christ, under the guidance of Stanley 

Hauerwas. Hauerwas, a renowned Christian ethicist, is a major voice for the 

contemporary pacifist movement. Particularly important to his work is the critique of 

nationalism and the search for a true participatory community which democracy promises 

but does not often provide. Cavanaugh takes part in the search for true community and 

critique of nationalism, writing extensively on the nature of religious violence and 

violence on behalf of the nation-state.
22

  

 While his later works are generally devoted to the context of the contemporary 

United States (though applicable to many political situations), we will use Torture and 

Eucharist as the jumping-off point for our discussion. The book uses Pinochet’s Chile as 

the backdrop for a discussion of the effects of torture on social bodies, as well as the 

importance of a Eucharistic counter-politics that is efficacious in identifying the Church 

and creating a united Church body. 

 On September 11, 1973, a military coup took Salvador Allende from his place as 

democratically-elected president of Chile. Allende committed suicide as the troops 

                                                 
22

 William T. Cavanaugh, The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of 

Modern Conflict, 1 edition (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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stormed the government palace, and Augusto Pinochet, a military general, would soon 

come to power. Chile was, prior to 1973, one of the most stable democracies in Latin 

America. However, the 1970 presidential election led to unrest, as Salvador Allende, 

leading the Unidad Popular (Popular Unity, UP), a political front including the socialist, 

communist, and radical parties, won the election with only 36.3 percent of the vote.
23

 

Despite support of only the minority, Allende’s socialist economic policies were 

implemented after he took office in 1971. While initial reforms met only minimal 

resistance, landowners stood firm against agrarian reform. Opposition from the upper 

classes was solidified as the government began to nationalize major industries. 

Meanwhile, an economic crisis ensued and the middle class also turned against the 

Unidad Popular. When Allende continued to nationalize important sectors of the 

economy, strikes and business lockouts began.
 24

 

 The 1973 congressional election left opposition parties without enough seats to 

impeach Allende, the remaining legal maneuver at their disposal.
25

 Since Allende’s 

election, the United States had, in typical Cold War fashion, been involved in Chile, 

concerned about Allende’s ideologically-leftist government. With the unrest set off by 

Allende’s policies already raging in Chile, the United States aligned itself with the 

leaders of the 1973 coup. For 17 years thereafter, General Augusto Pinochet would serve 

as president of Chile, during which time he put the Chicago Boys, a group of U.S.-trained 

                                                 
23

 Eduardo Silva, “Chile,” in Politics of Latin America: The Power Game, by Harry E. Vanden and 

Gary Prevost, 3 edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 438. 

24
 Ibid., 437–8.  

25
 Ibid., 439. 
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economists, in charge of instating neoliberal economic policies, including privatization of 

major industries, except for the important copper mining industry. 
26

 

 Alongside new economic policies, Pinochet promoted a Chilean national identity 

founded in Western ideology and democracy. Tragically, to this end, the military and 

secret police abducted and detained thousands of people, torturing them in clandestine 

centers all across Chile. Victims were usually suspected of left-wing political activity, 

though many victims were not known to be politically active. In Argentina around the 

same period, thousands were disappeared, meaning taken and covertly killed by the state 

apparatus. In Chile, most of the victims of the regime were subjected to torture and then 

released, remaining walking reminders of state power. Around 3,000 people were killed 

under Pinochet, while more than 30,000 were subjected to torture and released.
27

 Since 

Pinochet left office in 1990, several human rights reports have been published to bring 

closure to the Chilean people, to memorialize the victims, and to serve as reminders of 

past atrocities, so that they might not be repeated.  

After living and researching in Chile, Cavanaugh wrote Torture and Eucharist, in 

which he traces the actual and potential responses of the Chilean church to the Pinochet 

regime and its use of torture. The acknowledgments in the first pages of the book testify 

to the rich community of Chilean laypersons and clergy with whom he interacted, as do 

the quotes from interviews strewn throughout the text. The work is rooted in the Chilean 

church, but its broader theological implications, which we will examine in chapter two, 

are important to a conception of the Church in the face of state violence.  
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Ellacuría and Cavanaugh provide two viable responses to state violence. 

Reflecting upon the Salvadoran situation, Ellacuría writes that the Church must take 

seriously historically engrained structural sin as an impediment to the salvation of the 

individual and the realization of the Reign of God. In response, he advocates a campaign 

of liberation, in which the Church acts as catalyst for a transformation of the world both 

through its own means and by influencing other organizations to also seek integral 

liberation. The Church is a catalyst because it is a historical sacrament for salvation, and 

therefore, insofar as it participates in its mission of integral liberation, bestows grace on 

the world.  

Cavanaugh, on the other hand, looks to the Chilean church, where we see two 

systems of rending and binding. The state atomizes the society by using torture to tear 

apart both individual and social bodies. Atomized individuals are bound in allegiance to 

the state through nationalism, which provides the only permitted rallying point. The 

rending and binding of the state mimics the true pattern of rending and binding in the 

Church. The body of the Church must rend itself from alternate allegiances and repent for 

state violence toward the body of Christ, actual and potential. Having abandoned loyalties 

that refused the primacy of Christ and His Church, the Christian learns to participate in 

the body of Christ as it now is and to look to the future fulfillment of God’s Reign 

through participation in the Eucharist and in a Eucharistic counter-politics which it 

inspires.  

 As the Church waits for Christ to return, it is often unfaithful to the Lord. It rarely 

acts in the faith, hope, and love that are meant to bind it together. Our authors recast the 

realization of the Church so that it upholds its members in the face of suffering and 
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becomes a force for revolution. Ellacuría and Cavanaugh both long to change the world 

by prioritizing the poor, by changing (or removing) systems which require God’s children 

to oppress one another, and by making the Church a meaningful source of that change, 

yet their approaches are distinct. Ellacuría wants to see the world converted, wants to see 

social structures on earth changed by the active participation of all humanity in an 

overhaul of the state. Cavanaugh also wants to see the world converted to the Reign of 

God, but the process is not one of direct intervention in the state. Rather, Cavanaugh 

wants to reveal the world for what it is, fallen, by demonstrating that the Church demands 

an alternate mode of being. The Church is not satisfied to use the means of the state to 

accomplish its goals, because the interaction of Christians in the body is to be of a 

completely distinct sort, driven by sharing in the bread and the wine, the body and the 

blood, the suffering and hope, found in Christ. Prioritizing the oppressed and hurting, 

these authors demand a robust and active Church, which recognizes suffering and the 

priority of the Church as a body to share pain and look to the future realization of the 

Reign of God.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Ignacio Ellacuría: Structural Sin, Liberation, and the Church as Historical Sacrament 

 

 

Introduction 

 

“Working for justice is the road to peace, to the individual’s reconciliation with 

self, to the reconciliation of all human beings with each other, and to the 

reconciliation of history with nature. In doing this work, the Church will serve as 

the sign of God the Creator and Redeemer.”  

-Ignacio Ellacuría (Freedom Made Flesh, 1976, pp. 116-17) 

 

 The priest, teacher, and prophetic voice Ignacio Ellacuría, S. J. acts as the 

storyteller for a particular narrative of salvation. As I retell his narrative, we will focus on 

its political aspects and implications. The chapter is divided into three parts. The first two 

will address a unique form of the basic story of sin and redemption that is told as a 

keystone of the Christian tradition. First, in “Structures of Oppression: Illuminating Sin,” 

we consider the ways in which structural sin manifests itself in the modern state. Next, in 

“Liberation as Salvation: The Church of the Poor Raised to New Life,” we consider the 

solution, that is liberation, which is enacted in, by, and for the church of the poor. Finally, 

we will consider the sacramental aspect of Ellacuría’s ecclesiology, which will help us to 

put his conception of the Church in the world into conversation with Cavanaugh’s 

conception.  

 We will see that Ellacuría critiques the Salvadoran state for the legal and social 

institution of violence and systems of oppression, as well as the idolatry which may stem 

from profit and private property, and the concern for capital over labor. He responds to 

structural sin with liberation, through means including violent revolution, as part of a 

soteriological reading of integral liberation. The “liberation” of liberation theology 
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implies an enslavement, a restriction, an abuse of power, from which individuals and 

societies require salvation. This chapter will serve as an introduction to both the nature of 

that enslavement, and a possible path of liberation.  

When Ellacuría looked at Salvadoran society, he saw systems of oppression. The 

society is historically oligarchic and burdened by a past of export agriculture, which left a 

firm class structure and drew much of the country’s wealth to foreign investors. With a 

low state capacity, the rise of guerrilla groups led the state to respond with heavy-handed 

force. While we will draw at great length from Freedom Made Flesh (with the original 

Spanish title Teología Política), which was written in 1973, before the outbreak of the 

civil war, we will also look to several of Ellacuría’s other works. The majority of the 

other works referenced are articles, speeches, or letters, many of which were recently 

published in a volume edited by Michael Lee, Ignacio Ellacuria: Essays on History, 

Liberation, and Salvation, while others were published in Veinte años de historia en El 

Salvador (1969-1989): Escritos politicos, a compilation of Ellacuría’s political writings, 

published by the Jesuits of the UCA after his death. Through these works we will trace 

Ellacuría’s ideas about oppression, redemption, and the Church as a historical sacrament 

for salvation.  

 

I. Structures of Oppression: Illuminating Sin 

 

As Ellacuría understands it, the state imposes and supports systems of oppression, 

which are a form of structural sin. However, Ellacuría’s critique does not stop at 

structural sin, as he recognizes the evil of sin at many levels, individual as well as 

societal. “[P]ersonal faults and their inner consequences for the individual… objective 

forms of oppression that stem from the sins of human beings… those in power on this 
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earth who oppress and exploit the poor unjustly,” and “imperial powers which impeded 

the liberation of God’s people,” all require liberation. 
28

 Nonetheless, according to 

Ellacuría structural sin stands out in particular as a form of violence. 

 In his exposition on the nature of violence, Ellacuría discusses two primary forms 

of violence. The first type of violence is “presented as injustice, and it is immersed in the 

mystery of iniquity,” while the second “is presented as resistance to situations which in 

themselves are violent because they violate human dignity and oppress man’s liberty.”
29

 

This second type is the sort of violence which may legitimately instigate “an authentic 

situation of violence.”
30

 In this section, the first type of violence, oppressive violence, 

shall be the topic of discussion, while in the next section will address the possibility of 

the second sort of violence. For this section, it is important to see that the state’s 

oppression is, for Ellacuría, a form of violence when it reduces man’s dignity and liberty. 

The state is the agent of violence as it legislates injustice and uses that injustice to 

maintain privileges for elites with private property while neglecting the poor majority. 

This section will give Ellacuría’s critique structural sin first through the life of Christ, 

then as an outpouring of the law and of economic systems.  

First, Ellacuría critiques political structures based upon his historical 

interpretation of the gospels. He finds revolutionary sentiments, both political and 

religious, in the life of Jesus. The gospel narratives frame Christ’s life and death as 

radically opposed to the structures of His day, political, economic, and religious. 
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According to Ellacuría, Jesus’ profoundly political message has been obscured by bad 

exegesis and detachment from the historical reality, partly due to the New Testament 

account of Jesus’ life itself.
31

 In his essay The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament 

of Liberation, Ellacuría emphasizes the importance of asking not only “[W]hy did Jesus 

die?,” a question asked and answered by many of the Church fathers, but “[W]hy did they 

kill Jesus?”
32

 For him, a new Christology cannot seek “to quiet our intellectual unrest by 

somehow effecting a conceptual reconciliation between the oneness of Jesus’ person and 

the duality of his nature,” but “must explore how Jesus realizes his salvific mission to 

man in a full and perfect way.”
33

 As Christ is fully God and fully man, His salvific 

mission must also be fully transcendent and fully applicable to the historical reality, a 

theme which shall be further discussed as we consider the role Ellacuría assigns to the 

Church and to the sacraments. A perfect, complete salvation requires more than spiritual 

salvation; it also requires an earthly response.  

Ellacuría thinks that a serious disservice is done to the world and the mission of 

the church by making Christ into a purely conceptual “Logos,” rather than focusing on 

His incarnation in history.
34

 Accordingly, Ellacuría finds that it is through the historical 

life of Christ that we may best reflect, since “the historical life of Jesus is the fullest 

revelation of the Christian God.”
35

 With Ellacuría’s Christology and conception of 

historical reality, the political message of God incarnate is best examined by studying 
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Him historically in His political and social context; it is through this political message the 

Church shall learn its own calling in the world.  

 One important aspect of Jesus’ political message is the rejection of esteem for 

wealth. Throughout the gospels, Jesus proclaims the good news, often addressing His 

message to the poor. He lauds poverty as a place of blessing. The beatitudes (particularly 

in the gospel of Luke) extol poverty, as does Jesus’ life, spent with people at the margins 

of society. Jesus’ own society had clear ruling elites and many living in poverty. Ellacuría 

would say that the primary reason for Jesus’ critique of wealth was its creation of the 

oppressor-oppressed binary. Ellacuría emphasizes the “dialectical relationship in which 

wealth causes and produces poverty, so that one is forced to choose between being with 

the oppressors or being with the oppressed.”
36

 It is not inherently evil to have wealth, but 

wealth becomes evil because it oppresses others, and furthermore allows the wealthy to 

further ingrain protections for wealth into governing institutions. This analysis of class 

structures is a case of the subjection of Marxist analysis to Christian understanding. 

Based upon his Christology, the oppressor-oppressed binary, and examples such as the 

“rich young ruler” of the New Testament, he makes the case that poverty is the privileged 

place of the Reign of God.
37

 The rich young ruler asked Jesus what he must do to attain 

eternal life. When Jesus tells him that he must follow all the commandments, which he 

says he has done, and give all he has to the poor, he goes away sad, because of his 

wealth. This provides the occasion for Jesus to suggest that“[i]t is easier for a camel to go 
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through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”
38

 

Ellacuría’s conception of salvation reflects the basic message of this interaction.
39

 When 

Jesus teaches the poor and says that they are blessed, He is rejecting the economic elites. 

Salvation is open to the poor, to the humble.  

 As Ellacuría also points out, Jesus attacks the scribes and Pharisees, who 

represent the political, religious, and social structures of His day. “Jesus rejected [as] 

moribund, ritualized religion.”
40

 The problem Ellacuría sees is that the Pharisees’ socially 

enforced law was not embraced by individuals in faith. Jesus caused a stir because He 

“interiorized man’s relationship with God (Jn. 8:32): not in the sense of spiritualizing it 

but in the sense of making it a freely chosen submission, without which it would be a 

superficial, external act.”
41

 He took spiritual power out of the hands of the Pharisees. 

Oppressive religious leaders left Jesus “angered by the hypocrisy of those who equate 

God’s commands with human traditions (Mt 15:1-20).”
42

 Thus, Jesus not only takes on 

the structure of society with regard to worldly wealth, but with regard to religious 

authority. It is “the will of the Father” which is important, not tradition or ritual.
43

 This is 

a critique of the religious laws of Jesus’ day, but is relevant to the present day, as 

Ellacuría considers law in El Salvador and beyond, as well. Like the religious law of the 
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Pharisees, so too all law that prevents true human flourishing must be refused. Because 

oppression stands against salvation, Ellacuría must stand against that law that enforces 

oppression both regarding wealth and religious ritual. 

 Jesus’ crucifixion is characterized as both religious and political, interfering with 

systems of both the Romans and the Jewish religious leaders. It was carried out by the 

Romans, who placed him on a cross, a punishment usually reserved for Jewish Zealots. 

The Zealots, a Jewish sect that violently rebelled against the Roman Empire, were a 

threat to order in the Roman Empire and thus they felt the sting of the power of its 

armies. Ellacuría identifies many of the disciples as, at least possibly, among the Zealots, 

and Jesus as a possible supporter, though not an outright supporter.
44

 If Jesus was 

identified with the Zealots, he might have been considered a threat to both the Roman 

Empire and the Jewish religious structure. The religious leaders of the day were 

privileged by the religious structure, which gave them immense power. Jesus’ association 

with the Zealots and His influence in Jerusalem threatened the Roman Empire, and 

thereby might have threatened their own political power in addition to their religious 

power. Additionally, had the Romans perceived the Jewish leaders to be in favor of the 

Zealots’ cause, and, in this interpretation, Jesus’ cause, they might have threatened the 

ability of the Jewish people to continue to worship in the Temple. By rejecting Jesus, by 

crucifying Him, the religious leaders could demonstrate their allegiance to Caesar.  

Ellacuría believes that “Jesus engaged in what was primarily religious activity; 

but it could not help but appear to be political as well to those who held religious and 

                                                 
44

 For an alternate Christology based upon the four sects, see John Howard Yoder’s essay, “The 

Original Revolution” (Herald Press, 2003) in comparison with Ellacuría’s interpretation in Freedom Made 

Flesh, pp. 43-51; 60-69. 



22 

 

political power.”
45

  Rejection of a purely “religious” relationship between man and God 

and of the politics and primacy of the Roman Empire led to Jesus’ crucifixion. As Jesus 

life had public, secular, and perhaps revolutionary impact, so should the life of the 

Church be impactful against oppressive social and political structures in all contexts.  

Ellacuría’s own life, the life of a priest and teacher, became necessarily political as he 

was faced with structural sin and violence. In response to a religious conviction, he 

became a (controversial) political figure.  

 While Christ’s life witnessed against the structures of His day, Ellacuría extends 

the Christian critique to modern law and to structures of society that lead to oppression 

and refuse to prioritize the poor majority. In “On Liberation,” Ellacuría addresses the law, 

the “midwife of sin,” recalling Paul’s Epistle to the Romans.
46

  Many traditional 

interpretations of passages regard Paul’s references to “the law” as only to the Mosaic 

law and Jewish customary law, which brought spiritual death to the individual through 

realization of and accountability for one’s own sin. Ellacuría opens the interpretation of 

“the law” to law in the modern state. Thus, he refuses an individualistic, interior, or 

purely philosophical interpretation. The problem of the law Ellacuría addresses is that 

which  

“appears, above all, in the structuring and governing of nations, where many 

times the law is the institutional justification for the habitual practice of 

oppression and repression. Structural and institutional injustice, as forms of social 

and historical sin, are that law that is the fruit of sin and carries with it the power 

of death. It is the law that in part makes for a world in which there is an 

exploitative life for some and an exploited life for others. It is this law that 

legitimates social sin, proposing unreachable ideals negated in practice while 
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protecting the established disorder favorable to a few and disadvantageous to the 

great majority.”
47

   

 

He writes against law that institutes a bad morality, or, in its search for an ideal, becomes 

the justification for and enforcement of sin.
48

 Ellacuría identifies with “the law” sins 

which are instituted legally, both in the historical reality of El Salvador and in the time of 

Christ. It has been construed now to maintain evil, rather than reveal evil. The twentieth 

century has not uniquely created this capacity for the law, but the oppression in El 

Salvador made this aspect of structural sin particularly evident. By making the injustices 

appear to be acceptable, law became a greater (and more easily sustained) threat to 

liberation. 

Legalized violence, or oppression, can take several forms that stem from an abuse 

of power. According to Ellacuría,  

“[t]hese forms [of the abuse of power] deserve to be denounced as particularly 

grave: 1) legislation that tries to perpetuate an unjust situation in the political and 

socio-economic order; 2) political torture in all its forms; 3) falsehood propagated 

deliberately to misguide the consciences and conscious awareness of the people. 

This would be covert, legalized violence, but it remains the worst violence of all. 

It is unjust violence, or the violence of injustice.”
49

  

 

The state can legislate, coerce, or deceive to maintain injustice, thereby maintaining 

poverty and suffering. While Cavanaugh’s work will distinguish a strong response to 

torture, Ellacuría recognizes a strong response to deception. He says that “[w]hen people 

become aware of their personal rights, social injustice gives rise to what is called 

revolutionary violence.”
50

 Prophetic voices, not just those of the UCA professors, but 
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also Archbishop Oscar Romero, combated the power of the state, which could suppress 

human rights. When the oppressed were given voices, they could speak out against the 

violation of their rights and against structural sin. Revolutionary violence, stirred by 

social injustice, was a rational response to violence enforced by law. Legal channels, 

unequipped to replace their own foundations, were seen as an obstacle to justice and 

equality, and thus the people sought revolution.   

  Oppression in Latin America is not the legal problem of a single state, but stems 

from deeper historical problems and has an impact on the spiritual life of the hemisphere, 

as well as the physical. Ellacuría goes to the root of the region’s struggles, suggesting that 

it is the economic and institutional model which leads to corrupted final structures. 

“The existing situation does not allow the vast majority to exist as fully-fledged 

persons or to live as human beings. They are crushed by the weight of basic needs 

that cry out for alleviation. An institutionalized system of injustice actively 

impedes the establishment of fellowship among human beings. Modeled on the 

consumer society of the capitalist world, it poses obstacles to solidarity and 

Christian transcendence. The world and society, which are supposed to serve as 

the medium of God’s presence among human beings, deny the very essence of 

God as love and as the touchstone for every other reality. Instead of making 

visible the incarnated image of Christ, the existing situation is a permanent denial 

of that image, From a Christian standpoint there is only one word for such a 

situation: It is sin.”
51

  

 

In Latin America, as in most of the non-Soviet world, capitalism oriented relationships 

between individual and society. Many in Latin America could not afford basic 

necessities. Communities were assaulted by violence and poverty, often the violence of 

starvation, imposed by structural sin. Liberation was, for Ellacuría, the process by which 

sin could be wiped out and the image of God in man could be restored.  
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 Not only does legal injustice oppress Latin America, but economic structures and 

“the twin notions of profit and private property” also serve as roots of sin in Latin 

America.
52

 Profit and private property, two symbols of a villainized capitalism, were 

important values in the region, supported by state and media institutions. Though these 

notions are not inherently evil for Ellacuría, he believes the owners of capital easily 

become the oppressors, while laborers become the oppressed.
 53

  According to Ellacuría, 

“the situation of objective injustice and institutionalized violence” arose, so that the status 

quo necessary to profit and private property for the strong might endure.
54

  

In a system dominated by capital and permeated by oppression, “the 

communications media are manipulated… to give the people a false image of reality, to 

inculcate a set of values that will prop up the consumer society that has generated the 

existing state of dehumanization”
55

 Instead of exposing oppression, the media idealize 

characteristics of oppression and wealth. Less subtly, “there are the excesses evident in 

the holding and use of political power.”
56

 In the consumer society, those who hold power 

use it to maintain their own power, to the detriment of the state of labor. Both media and 

political strategies keep the oppressors in power as a reflection of the primacy of capital, 

of wealth as power.  

 The modern state is also condemned for its lack of concern for the poor. 

Remembering the life of Christ, Ellacuría believes that the state ought to exist for the 
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sake of the poor. If Jesus is the Savior of the poor and His Church is the church of the 

poor, then the Church ought to guide the state to participate in the historical liberation 

and prioritization of the poor. While one cannot ignore the gospel of Matthew, where the 

text is usually translated “Blessed are poor in spirit,” Ellacuría does rejects the over-

spiritualization of the conception of poverty.
57

 He says: 

“all are called to salvation, based on proper and real conversion—but this in no 

way negates the real preference shown by Jesus. The massive weight of Jesus’ 

dedication to the poor, his frequent attacks on the rich and the dominant, his 

choice of apostles, the condition of his followers, the orientation of his message, 

leave little doubt about the preferential meaning and will of Jesus. That is so true 

that one must become poor like him, with all the historical attributes of poverty, in 

order to enter the Reign. From the historical reality of Jesus, it is clear, with no 

possibility of evasion, what he meant by the Reign of God among humanity.”
58

 

 

The Church, identified with the poor, has a strong obligation to recognize the poor and 

liberate them by addressing their social reality.
59

 As part of the historical creation of the 

Reign of God, the poor participate in salvation and make it manifest to the world, while 

the Church also works toward their benefit. Because the poor are being prioritized in 

history, the state becomes an agent for the humanization of the poor, helping them to rise 

out of oppression; however, physical poverty also cannot be ignored because of its 

spiritual implications.  

For Ellacuría the physical and spiritual aspects of the world are bound together; 

the Church cannot seek salvation of the soul if it is not seeking it for the body. “[T]here is 
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not liberation if the heart of the person is not liberated; but the heart cannot be liberated 

when the whole person, which is more than inner being, remains oppressed by collective 

structures and realities that invade the whole beings.”
60

 Salvation, liberation, the Reign of 

God that the Church is incarnating in history, must be lived out through the fight against 

injustice.
61

 Ellacuría tells us that the Church should be a Church of the poor, even though 

it is not in most cases. Liberation theology “claims that the church cannot do what it 

should do, as sacrament of salvation,… unless it is configured as a church of the poor.”
62

 

He declines to reduce this to economic poverty, including as well “a theological and 

political sense, an analogical sense,” while “they are also the dispossessed who struggle 

to overcome the state of injustice.”
63

 Though the church of the poor refuses to become a 

class, it describes the “majority populations,” in which “Liberation theology attempts to 

situate itself.”
64

 There is reason to rejoice and reason to mourn when considering the 

church of the poor in Latin America. Latin America is a region with some of the highest 

rates of inequality in the world; however, the Church in Latin America is also a place for 

the poor.
65

 It is not the exclusive place of the elites, but includes many of the 

marginalized, preventing the temptation to become another avenue of marginalization.  
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The priority of the poor ought to be clearly established in the Church and reflected 

in the world; however, Ellacuría sees that it is not. The laboring class is the class that 

finds itself continually impoverished, while the upper classes continue to become 

wealthier. When economic systems become tiered, the upper class often maintains wealth 

that stems from injustice.
66

 Thus, Ellacuría confidently declares: 

“Any order where the dynamic of capital prevails over the dynamic of labor is an 

unjust order, an order that shapes a structural sin, which generates other sins. In 

contrast, a civilization where the dynamic of labor prevails over the dynamic of 

capital is an order that really focuses on Christian inspiration.”
67

  

 

For Ellacuría, one needn’t make any argument about efficient economic systems; it is 

simply unjust to have a society ruled by capital. “That civilization is shaping the world 

and has turned the great majority of the world (four-fifths of humanity) into ‘Christ.’ In 

the face of that dominant civilization, we must struggle to build a new one: the 

civilization of work.”
68

 Ellacuría sees the civilization of work as the civilization oriented 

toward the poor; like the Church, the society ought to also prioritize the poor. 

Unfortunately, he is faced with a Salvadoran society in which law and force were used to 

maintain structures beneficial to owners of capital, while private property and profit had 

become forces of idolatry that upheld that structural sin. The injustice historically rooted 

in Salvadoran society kept the poor in poverty and made their political voice negligible, 
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thereby maintaining the status quo, an oppressive, system. The FMLN guerrillas wanted 

violent revolution for these reasons. Ellacuría and the UCA understood this; they were 

not deaf to the discontent of the poor. However, they had hoped that the reformist coup of 

1979 would be effective. By 1981, after the coup failed and the Civil War began, 

Ellacuría and the UCA quickly began advocating a negotiated settlement.
69

  

It is important to understand historical structural sin because liberation’s “primary 

task is not to subvert and destroy, except when the forces that rule in fact are positively 

unjust rather than merely inadequate.”
70

 Christian liberation speaks to sin, but not a 

“disembodied notion of sin.”
71

 For Ellacuría, sin offends God through history.
72

 Every sin 

takes place on the plane of lived realities. Every human being is entitled to “liberty that 

properly belongs to a child of God,” and thus “anything that positively and unjustly 

stands in the way of human liberty is a sin… because it prevents a human being from 

being a human being.”
73

 Though historically instituted structural and personal sin nearly 

obscure man’s status as a child of God, man’s place as a child of God must be 

reestablished through the liberation from sin.  

 In Jesus’ life, Ellacuría sees the historical archetype for the rejection of the sinful 

values of this world, economic, political, and religious. Oppression is maintained by 

societal structures, including law, that fail to recognize the needs of the poor majority in 

Latin America. Ellacuría’s critiques of the law and of capitalist influences demonstrate 

                                                 
69

 Lassalle-Klein, Blood and Ink, 167. 

70
 Ellacuría, Freedom Made Flesh, 104. 

71
 Ibid., 105. 

72
 Ibid. 

73
 Ibid. 



30 

 

his desire to see the continuation of a historical process of liberation which would 

prioritize the poor and recognize them as the children of God.  

 

II. Liberation as Salvation: The Church of the Poor Raised to New Life 

 

 In Ellacuría’s narrative, we have presented the antagonist, that is, structural sin.  

The response to that sin is salvation, which, for Ellacuría, appears historically as 

liberation. To appear historically as liberation means that authentic human promotion 

appears as part of human history in a salvific way. Through historical liberation, people 

are freed from structural sin, and make the body of Christ present on earth. They convert 

the world to be as God intended. In the face of structural sin, the argument for liberation 

becomes an argument for uprising to completely replace structures of sin, through violent 

or non-violent means. Since replacing these structures often does lead to violence, this 

section will examine liberation as a drama; a war between sin and salvation. First, we 

consider the possibility of liberation by considering definitions of true peace and of 

violence. With a robust definition of peace, we enter into a discussion of the use of 

violence on behalf of liberation, and the way in which liberation and salvation interact in 

the arena of history. While the Church manifests itself as the church of the poor, the 

reality in El Salvador was that the organizaciones populares (popular organizations) and 

ecclesial base communities participated very evidently in the process of liberation. 

Ellacuría would grant qualified supported to the organizaciones, discouraging the Church 

from supporting some of their methods.  

Ellacuría’s writings convey a holistic understanding of both peace and violence 

which grounds his understanding of the means and necessity of liberation. He is explicit 

in his description of violence, defining two kinds of violence in his 1973 book, Teología 
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Política. The first kind of violence is that which is oppressive and unjust, this is the 

structural violence which Ellacuría found rampant in El Salvador, historically engrained 

in the oligarchic society. The second is the violence of resistance to oppressive situations 

that “violate human dignity” that will be considered in this chapter.
74

 By separating 

violence into two categories Ellacuría is able to recognize that violence is evil and at the 

same time recognize that there is a kind of violence which is more abusive, more 

destructive to human dignity and liberty than the other, and thus less permissible. Though 

both kinds of violence contain evil, some violence is indispensable and inevitable for the 

progress of liberation. The violence that is evil and unacceptable is aggressive and 

oppressive. The lesser violence remains a result of evil, but is sometimes necessary; it is 

violence on the behalf of the oppressed. Though at first glance, these forms of violence 

may take on a similar appearance, they are completely distinct theologically in 

Ellacuría’s conception; the ethical implications are distinct because of the intention 

behind the violence and the forces which they combat. 

In his extensive description of violence alongside aggressiveness and redemption, 

Ellacuría draws from both the Conference of Latin American Bishops at Medellín in 

1968 and the Second Vatican Council from 1962 to 1965. The following pages will give 

the Medellín bishops’ detailed understanding of the nature of peace, which, shared by 

Ellacuría, helps us to understand his specific understanding of violence. The Medellín 

bishops’ understanding of peace has three primary aspects. First, “Peace is, above all, a 
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work of justice,” meaning that it recognizes that man must have “dignity,” “personal 

freedom,” agency, and “access to truth.”
75

 The bishops go on to declare that: 

“Peace in Latin America…is not the simple absence of violence and bloodshed. 

Oppression by the power groups may give the impression of maintaining peace 

and order, but in truth it is nothing but the ‘continuous and inevitable seed of 

rebellion and war.’ 

 

“‘Peace can only be obtained by creating a new order which carries with it a more 

perfect justice among men.’ It is in this sense that the integral development of a 

man, the path to more human conditions, becomes the symbol of peace.”
76

  

 

They conceive of peace as what might best be described as utopia; it is perfection. It is 

liberation fully realized. When we recognize the peace of God by recognizing the image 

of God in all men, when we treat all men as children of the Living God, we fully 

recognize liberation.  

Second, “Peace is a permanent task.”
77

 The bishops look back to Augustine’s 

definition of peace as 

“the result of continuous effort and adaptation to new circumstances, to new 

demands and challenges of a changing history. A static and apparent peace may 

be obtained with the use of force; an authentic peace implies struggle, creative 

abilities and permanent conquest.”
78

   

 

As they seek to address the changing historical realities of Latin America the “People of 

God in Latin America, following the example of Christ, must resist personal and 

collective injustice with unselfish courage and fearlessness.”
79

 Third, as the “fruit of 
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love,” peace “is the expression of true fraternity among men, a fraternity given by Christ, 

Prince of Peace, in reconciling all men with the Father. Human solidarity cannot truly 

take effect unless it is done in Christ, who gives Peace that the world cannot give.”
80

 

Thus, peace being a work of justice, a permanent task, and the fruit of love, it is not 

simply a lack of war, but much more. Peace for the Medellín bishops is essentially a 

perfect recognition of the just Reign of God on Earth, ruled by love, the chief of the 

Christian virtues. Yet they lay out a response to violence in Latin America as something 

profoundly practical, issuing, at least in part, from the social structures that they believe 

must be revised. 

 In the final portion of the document on peace, the bishops address “Violence in 

Latin America.” They respond primarily to the hearts and minds of Latin Americans. 

They say of the Christian man that,  

“He knows that ‘violent changes in structures would be fallacious, ineffectual in 

themselves and not conforming to the dignity of man, which demands that the 

necessary changes take place from within, that is to say, through a fitting 

awakening of conscience, adequate preparation and effective participation of all, 

which the ignorance and often inhuman conditions of life make it impossible to 

assure at this time.’”
81

  

 

This call addresses itself to the powerful and wealthy, asking that they use their influence 

to the goal of peace. It asks the passive to actively seek peace by making the world 

conscious of the necessary changes in Latin American society, while recognizing that 

inhumane conditions make this goal unattainable in the immediate future.  

The bishops are cautious with regard to the use of violence. They suggest that:  
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“If it is true that revolutionary insurrection can be legitimate in the case of evident 

and prolonged ‘tyranny that seriously works against the fundamental rights of 

man and which damages the common good of the country,’
 
whether it proceeds 

from one person or from clearly unjust structures, it is also certain that violence or 

‘armed revolution’ generally ‘generates new injustices, introduces new 

imbalances and causes new disasters; one cannot combat a real evil at the price of 

a greater evil.’”
82

 

 

It is likely that Ellacuría would agree wholeheartedly with the reticence of the bishops to 

allow violence, despite what seems to be a preoccupation with violence in works like 

Freedom Made Flesh. He sought negotiated settlement, not violent revolution, but he 

understood why violence might occur. He understood that the responsive violence of the 

FMLN might be the lesser evil when compared to state violence, death squads, and 

structural oppression that meant Salvadorans watched their children starve. Operating 

from the just war tradition, one must examine particular circumstances to inform whether 

or not violence is acceptable. In Freedom Made Flesh, when Ellacuría considers three 

“Christian Approaches to the Redemption of Violence” he finds much to commend in the 

work of Camilo Torres. Torres was a priest who, seeing no legal recourse to address 

structures of iniquity, joined guerrilla forces, and fought against circumstances that 

“prevent people from giving themselves to Christ.”
83

 Though Ellacuría recognizes that 
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violent revolt against structural iniquity and oppression does not have to deny Christian 

values, he also sees that it often does.
84

 He hesitates to justify violence, remaining 

consistent with the accords of the Medellín bishops, though he might be more willing to 

accept advocacy for a lesser evil of responsive violence than some Medellín bishops.  

 Ellacuría is responding to a nation-state that is low-capacity and therefore, when 

faced with a threat, often responds indiscriminately, with illegitimate, heavy-handed 

violence. Violence, not only structural, but also as an active manifestation of state power, 

is thus a centerpiece of Ellacuría’s work. In Freedom Made Flesh, Ellacuría devotes three 

chapters to the discussion of violence. The first of these chapters analyzes aggressiveness 

from both a biological and a psychoanalytical standpoint, considering Darwin and Freud 

respectively, as well as the religious perspectives of two Church conferences. While the 

discussion above introduced the religious perspectives on violence, Ellacuría also 

introduced biological and psychoanalytical perspectives in his analysis of violence which 

are important to examine.  

 Ellacuría brings Darwin and Freud into the conversation to situate man in the 

modern scientific conversation of development. He understands aggressiveness as both 

“natural and original” in man, both necessary and dangerous, taking “on a special quality 

which paves the way for violence as a characteristically human phenomenon.”
85

 Ellacuría 

finds that aggressiveness is not an evil trait; “[w]ithout aggressiveness there is no 

evolution, no individualization, no love, no family tie.”
86

 Ellacuría goes on to explain that 
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it is when human violence goes beyond aggressiveness that it becomes “daemonic.”
 87

  

Aggressiveness further becomes “diabolic” when it becomes “calculated,” and 

“hominized but not humanized.”
88

 When men take on aggression but do not recognize the 

humanity it must acquire, it has the potential for violence. 

 Aggressiveness appears as the root of violence in human beings, but violence 

takes on a different tone. Ellacuría looks on violence as harmful force; there is both 

violence that is intended—individual, interpersonal, group, social, and international 

violence, for example— and violence that is unintended—illness, and natural disaster, for 

example.
89

 From these realities, Ellacuría recognizes that destructiveness is not what 

defines violence, but also that “[s]ome form of violence, some force which is directed 

against man’s will and which causes real havoc to him, seems to be indispensable and 

inevitable.”
90

 This indispensability comes from Ellacuría’s belief in a progressive, 

evolutionary man. He writes that “[v]iolence implies struggle, but struggle seems to be 

indispensible for evolution and progressive development.”
91

  

 Violence always “implies that something is wrong even though it leads to 

good.”
92

  Ellacuría makes an analogy between individual and collective violence. 

Individual violence represents psychologically a need for “psychoanalytic or ethical 
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reconversion.”
93

 Collective violence can be, as in the case of real “revolutionary 

violence,” “symptomatic of an unjust and inhuman situation and of a growth in personal 

awareness that does not accord with the enormity of the injustice which is trying to hold 

truth in bondage (Rom 1:18).”
94

 Revolutionary violence is symptomatic of injustice. It 

responds to aggression that has been hominized, that has become violence against other 

men. It is wrong, but, as will be discussed momentarily, it can be a lesser evil than the 

injustice to which it responds. 

 In his characterization of violence, Ellacuría pinpoints several features. He 

reminds us that there are two kinds of violence, “one kind of violence which is always 

evil and condemnable, and another kind of violence which on occasion may be absolutely 

necessary even though it undoubtedly entails evils.”
95

 These two types of violence, one 

by the oppressor and the other against the oppressor, can both be a part of “an authentic 

moral denunciation of a prophetic cast.”
96

 The same prophetic role for the Church and its 

elders which Romero laid out while pleading for an end to violence was a role which 

Ellacuría saw could be filled by violence.  

 In his frequent address of structural sin, Ellacuría rarely assigns any person 

responsibility; however, when he addresses the “punishment and rehabilitation” bound up 

in violence against oppression, he identifies “unjust men in power” with “what we today 

would call the structures of sin.”
97

 He is careful to explain that the punishment received 
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by these unjust men is not something given in response to “some positive law,” but rather 

is “the response—initially natural and only derivatively personal—triggered by the unjust 

structure or the unjust action.”
98

 This lightens the ethical load of the person who becomes 

part of the dismantling of unjust structures, by making their response the right and natural 

response to injustice. In Paulo Freire’s Pedagogia do Oprimido (Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed), Freire puts forth the idea that it is actually beneficial to the oppressor for the 

oppressed to be freed. This work is very influential on the philosophy and theology of 

liberation, though the idea is not exclusive to Freire. Whether Ellacuría looked to Freire 

or elsewhere, he recognizes that by ending the situation of oppression, the oppressor 

ceases to be trapped in sin and thereby participates in liberation. Whether from the 

standpoint of the oppressor or the oppressed, liberation provides a good. 

As we noted before, in the drama of oppression and liberation, liberation’s 

“primary task is not to subvert and destroy, except when the forces that rule in fact are 

positively unjust rather than merely inadequate.”
99

 Liberation rejects positively unjust 

structures, poverty, political violence, torture, even oppressive political information, or 

propaganda. But liberation is also “understood as salvation,” while “salvation is 

understood as liberation.”
100

 This comes from the intersection of salvation history and 

salvation in history, through which God moves to liberate in history as He makes a way 

of salvation.  If “[i]n the concrete, anything that positively and unjustly stands in the way 

of human liberty is sin,” the evil concrete structures of the state and government may 
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themselves be sin.
101

 But, in the theology of liberation, Ellacuría reminds us that with sin, 

“the Christian is compelled to introduce the category of redemption as well,” meaning the 

church of the poor need not despair.
102

  

 Redeeming the structural sin will require the death of the old system. “When the 

existing system is bound up and identified with sin, it dies to rise as a new, different 

system,” writes Ellacuría.
 103

 He goes on to remind us that “No one who benefits in some 

way from this identification will be overjoyed to hear the doleful demands of 

liberation.”
104

 Without the recognition of the sinfulness of the old system and its 

subsequent death, a new, just system cannot arise.
105

 To simply attempt to improve upon 

the current foundation is not sufficient for Ellacuría. He might find it analogous to 

mitigating the effects a father’s alcohol abuse has on a family, without admitting that the 

abuse itself was a problem. Ellacuría wants to admit the root problem, tear it out, and 

replace it with a new root, rather than simply improve what was there, rather than 

bettering living standards without bringing about liberation.  

 As we saw above, to dismantle unjust structures may require the dethroning of 

particular powerful men. When Ellacuría frames the problem as one of sin and 

redemption, he makes love, alongside justice, an operative force in the process. 
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Transformation is to be motivated by “the union of divine love and human love.”
106

 

Because man is being continually converted to God, “there must be a continuing 

purification of our underlying motivation, of the goals pursued, and of the means chosen 

to attain our goal.”
107

 The mode of love still may lead to active conflict, in which “[t]he 

battle to the death with sin cannot offer any possible limits to love as it engages in the 

struggle.”
108

 But here Ellacuría places a caveat; because people are involved in this, there 

are conflicting ethical norms. Responding in love, one ought to “seek the 

conversion…and restoration” of the “unjust usurper” to “his status as a child of God.”
109

 

On the other hand, the problem is one “more structural than personal, more tied up with 

class relationships than interpersonal relationships.”
110

 Thus right intention implies the 

desire to restore the oppressor to justice, and even repentance. Yet, as a representative of 

the violent class relationship, he may become a casualty in response to injustice.  

 Here we see the imprint of Marxist historical analysis. Ellacuría’s class analysis 

also must respond to critics of revolutionary, or liberative, responses. He reminds 

“[t]oday’s moralists, who stress the danger that class struggle could hold for Christian 

love,” that there is already an “enormous danger that the very existence of classes holds 

for the humanization of all human beings, who do not [inherently] belong to one class or 

another.”
111

 It is this class conception and the conception of peace outlined by the bishops 
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at Medellín that brings into force the radical need for change Ellacuría consistently 

advocates. In response to structures of injustice, Ellacuría asks that Christian love 

motivate the death and resurrection of the state to new, changed life. 

As important groundwork for his understanding of liberation, and therefore 

salvation, we must also understand the connection between salvation in history and 

salvation history. These two concepts form the locus of the battle for liberation from sin 

and oppression. Ellacuría rejects a separation into two histories of Christian salvation and 

historical salvation, the progress of humanity away from human bondage. They are on 

one level, in one history, with men choosing either to be with Jesus, or against Him. This 

“divides history and divides personal lives in two, without leaving neutral space.”
112

 

Ellacuría is frustrated by those who would have “the transplanting of the historical Jesus 

to a world beyond history” when they consider the resurrection. Ellacuría reminds his 

readers that Christ “will never again abandon his flesh and, therefore, he will never 

abandon his historical body, but rather he continues to live in it so that, when the rest of 

his passion is fulfilled, the rest of his resurrection will also be filled.”
113

 Salvation is a 

continuing process of incarnation of Christ on earth through the Church until Christ 

returns. For Ellacuría, it is not only spiritual, nor is salvation complete when one is 

converted. Upon hearing the universal cry of the oppressed, “it is not hard to see that the 

church, as a universal sacrament of salvation, must become a universal sacrament of 

liberation.” In response to the cry, salvation should become historical; it should take on 

both structural sin and personal sin.  
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In the first chapter of Freedom Made Flesh, Ellacuría takes time to reject an 

ahistorical conception of salvation and illustrate salvation history. Through the exodus 

from Egypt the Israelites experienced salvation from their political problems, while 

Christian revelation, through the death and resurrection of Christ in history, was yet 

another step. He writes that “[m]oving from political experience to religious experience 

[the people of Israel] wait and look for Yahweh’s revelation to interpret and resolve the 

problems of their nation as a public totality.”
114

 This has further implications, since  

“God’s revelation belonged to the chosen people. Membership in this people, 

which was the overall object of salvation, is the thing which permits each 

individual to hope for his own salvation. And the salvation of the individual 

relates to his or her life here and now. In and through this here-and-now salvation, 

the Israelites gradually come to learn about a higher salvation.”
115

 

 

Salvation history is the story of Israel’s subjugation and freedom, first politically, then, 

with the advent of Christ, religiously. It is most often associated with “the supernatural,” 

with interventions of God on human history.
116

 It is the pathway by which God shows His 

people His plans for liberation. Salvation in history is the way in which men are liberated, 

in time, through historical means. It is more often associated with “nature.”
117

 The 

supernatural and the natural do not inhabit alternate planes, but in fact meet one another 

in history, with Jesus’ historical life as their ultimate intersection. Ellacuría helps us 

understand the imperative of liberation, saying, 

“Action in and on history, the salvation of social man in history, is the real 

pathway whereby God will ultimately deify man. It is not just that salvation 

history entails salvation in history as a corollary. Rather, the salvation of man in 
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history is the one and only way in which salvation history can reach its 

culmination.”
118

 

 

Ellacuría rejects theology based purely upon the natures of things, instead considering 

their particular stations in history. He finds that it is in history that God has taught His 

chosen people, formed them, and through history that He intends for them to participate 

in the ultimate arrival at salvation in history that will complete the pedagogy of salvation 

history. God is leading His children through history to salvation. And, though Church is 

the primary leaven of salvation, God will also use the other organizations as agents of 

liberation.  

Two primary actors in the quest for integral liberation in El Salvador were the 

comunidades eclesiales del base, which we will simply call “base communities,” and the 

organizaciones populares. In Latin America, base communities became a very important 

form in which the teachings of the Church would leave the cathedral and meet the people 

in their daily lives. These communities became popular in the mid-twentieth century, 

particularly in Brazil. In Ecclesiogenesis, Leonardo Boff, an influential liberation 

theologian, considers the base communities as alternatives to the atomization, the 

separation, caused by an increasingly industrialized and individualized culture, they are 

to be “communities in which persons actually know and recognize one another, where 

they can be themselves in their individuality, where they can ‘have their say,’ where they 

can be welcomed by name.”
119

 As there were often not enough Catholic priests to serve 

in scattered communities, base communities would often be fostered by training up 
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catechists from among the laity who would perform many of the duties traditionally 

assigned to the priest. The catechist would help to make catechesis the center of 

community, the community center might be used in lieu of a chapel, in which courses to 

promote literacy might be held, as well as meetings to decide upon solutions to the 

problems of the community.
120

 This was a movement that placed the axis of the church in 

the “world and the laity”, instead of “on a sacramental, clerical axis.”
121

 These 

communities were part of the historical reality of El Salvador throughout the civil war, 

and before. A friend of Oscar Romero and Ellacuría, Rutilio Grande, was intimately 

involved in the workings of one of the base communities in El Salvador before being 

assassinated by the government. In the common retelling, his commitment to the poor 

and subsequent death were part of what motivated Archbishop Romero to focus on the 

plight of the poor during his time as Archbishop. 

 The base communities sought the integral liberation of the community—spiritual, 

economic, and physical—as part of Christian liberation. In the essay “On Liberation,” 

Ellacuría recognizes that there are two channels of liberation in force. One of these is 

collectivist and another is the increasingly individual freedom espoused in the liberal 

project. He would have liberation “not being individualistic, without diminishing or 

negating individual freedom, and not being collectivist, without diminishing or negating 

the corresponding freedom.”
122

 In base communities the poor are the agents of their own 
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liberation, both the prophets and the locus of the prophecy’s effect, yet they still operate 

in communities.  

The organizaciones populares and the base communities are also avenues in 

which the “Mass will be lived out in a richer and deeper way, in the way it should be,” 

not leaving the sacrament apparently ineffective.
123

 We will discuss the character of this 

sacrament in section III, however, here we will examine the way in which these 

communities contribute to the work of the Church.  The base communities are linked 

more closely to the Church’s soteriological mission of liberation because of their close 

ties to the Church itself. In “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of Liberation,” 

Ellacuría takes the time to negate a false dualism between the base communities and the 

institutional structure of the Church. Based in the theology of liberation, Ellacuría would 

argue that “[t]he base communities can serve as a basis of the church of the future 

because they are of the base,” of “the basic elements or original cells of the ecclesial 

organism.”
124

 These communities are in line with the institutions of the Church as long as 

the Church is truly seeking to be a church of the poor. In this case, the base communities 

help the Church to seek its true mission, its members being the fitting and true outpouring 

of the Church. In the case of the organizaciones populares, though individual members 

might act as “salt and light,” preserving and guiding the organizaciones, this would not 

be a fulfillment of the organizaciones populares’ mission, but a conversion of their 

mission into the Christian mission.  
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Another set of key actors, the organizaciones populares, were a powerful “third 

force,” a movement of the civil society during the civil war. The organizaciones 

populares were political in their aims, though they were not political parties. They were a 

point of contention in the Salvadoran church because of their association with the 

guerrilla movements.  

In 1978, Ellacuría explained his qualified support for the politically necessary 

organizaciones populares when he published an article in Estudios Centroamericanos 

(ECA) called “La iglesia y las organizaciones populares en El Salvador.”
125

 It was 

published in response to a declaration made by four bishops regarding the Federación 

Cristiana de Campesinos (FECCAS) and the Unión de Trabajadores del Campo (UTC), 

and a pastoral letter published by Archbishop Oscar Romero and Bishop Arturo Rivera y 

Damas, each addressing the situation of El Salvador. The declaration warns against the 

influence of Marxist-Leninist ideologies in the organizaciones, while the letter continues 

the conversation, expressing concern regarding the methods of the organizaciones and 

their divisive influence, yet approaching the organizaciones more favorably than the 

declaration had.
126

 In his article, Ellacuría responds to these documents by explaining that 

the organizaciones populares are necessary. He writes, “The oppressed majorities are the 

result of institutional violence and the popular organizations are one of the fundamental 

releases of that violence.”
127

 Ellacuría claims that, because of the profound situation of 
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institutionalized violence, “the Church defends the imperious need for the legalization of 

the popular organizations,” seeing as they are a “historical answer to institutional 

violence and the exacerbation and polarization of all kinds of violence.”
128

 He 

recommends their legalization, recognizing that most of these organizations do not have 

the ability to carry out armed violence, and that violence is not something they expect to 

be the majority of their work.
129

 Presumably, the understanding that the organizaciones 

were not primarily intended for armed violence and were not, at the time, capable of it 

was conveyed to assuage some of the bishops’ fears, though their incapacity does not 

necessarily strengthen Ellacuría’s argument in a strictly ethical sense.  

 In support of the organizaciones populares, Ellacuría argues that they are working 

for the liberation of the oppressed, and that the Church, as part of the Reign of God, 

“should announce and promote all that which contributes to the total liberation of 

man."
130

 On many occasions, the organizaciones populares did have a positive role to 

play in combating structures of sin, that is, in salvation in history. Given this 

understanding of salvation, Ellacuría suggests that in order to understand how the Church 

ought to contribute to the liberative work of the organizaciones populares, there must be 

what he terms an “evangelical judgment,” but also a “practical-political judgment.”
131

 To 

make the organizaciones populares part of the liberative mission of the Church requires 

the work of both the faithful and pastors helping to discern the way in which the 
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organizaciones work to liberate.
132

 Ellacuría sees that the Church can put its own 

methods of liberation at the service of the organizaciones populares which have goals 

most like those of the Church.
133

  He also suggests that the organizaciones populares 

themselves could have an evangelizing role for both the world and the Church, because 

their search for liberation leads to persecution, that is, to a martyrdom that the Church 

should also be willing to take on.
134

 While not primarily political, for the organizaciones, 

“Whichever be the strategic alliances that they consider necessary, what is fundamental is 

to find their own identity, an identity different from the other social forces.”
135

 Once 

evangelical and practical-political judgments of the work of the organizaciones were 

made, the organizaciones’ unique identity might provide an avenue for both liberation 

and witness in which the Church could participate.  

 Ellacuría is unwilling to let the methods or goals of the organizaciones populares 

take precedence over those of the Church. The Church may have a relationship with these 

organizaciones, however it should not necessarily identify with them.
136

 The dynamic of 

the Church is distinct from that of the organizaciones, because even as the Church works 

for justice, it does so in order to remove all obstacles to the Reign of God. The Church 

participates in this Reign transcendently through Jesus, while the Reign comes to earth 

through the processes of liberation appropriate to the Church’s desired utopia and to the 
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evangelical spirit.
137

 Thus, the processes enacted by the organizaciones may contribute to 

the Reign, though they do not do so by necessity, nor do they recognize the fullness of 

the liberation God’s Reign implies.  

 Generalizations about liberation theology often insinuate that it places the 

political above the spiritual. For Ellacuría, not only is this false, but it also represents a 

false dichotomy. He would not accept methods of liberation he considered to be 

unworthy of the Church, and did not see a spiritual salvation, a spiritual Reign of God, 

that was distinct from the integral vision of the just and total Reign of God. Thus, if the 

liberating methods of the organizaciones populares were not suitable to the mission of 

the Church, they ought not to be used. For Ellacuría, the Reign of God necessarily 

includes redeemed political structures. Integral liberation, with all of its soteriological 

implications, applies to the spiritual as well as the political, but requires the Church to 

maintain its distinct character.  

 In the face of the need to convert political structures, Ellacuría recognizes that for 

some the organizaciones populares might be the only way to fight for the liberation of 

the poor.
138

 He claims that Christians can be a presence to guide and convert the 

organizaciones populares, while the organizaciones populares can be a location for 

Christians to live out the faith in its historical reality.
139

 Given the risks involved in the 

organizaciones populares, Ellacuría returns to the importance of martyrdom in the 

Christian faith; giving one’s life for others “is not only formally Christian, but the 
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supreme form of Christian love.”
140

 The mission of the Church must come before its 

institution, and, insofar as the organizaciones populares share that mission, they provide 

a forum for Christians to reflect God’s love for the struggling masses. As Christians 

witnessed from within the organizaciones populares, Ellacuría saw the potential to make 

the organizaciones a tool for liberation, for salvation, in El Salvador.  

Because of its integral nature, the Christian mission of liberation permeates every 

force in which Christians are involved. In response to critiques of the organizaciones 

populares, Ellacuría made clear their necessity and potential to be utilized by the 

indwelling of the prophetic voices of the Church and by individual Christians. The 

soteriological struggle of humanity was tied up with Ellacuría’s conception of liberation; 

therefore the Church could, in most situations, both support and guide the 

organizaciones’ fight against the structures of sin in El Salvador without compromising 

its own mission of liberation.  

Having discussed two actors in our drama, we will move on to the causes and 

goals of the conflict in El Salvador. We have considered the agents of change, the church 

of the poor and its manifestations in the base communities and organizaciones populares. 

Here we consider how it is that Church and the world redeem the stage of God’s design, 

history. Human beings are part of both the “redemptive process of liberation” and “the 

Church, which is the body of Christ and, as such, is animated by him.”
 141

 Thus, liberation 

“is a process in which human beings and Jesus Christ work together.”
142

 This work of the 
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body of Christ, the Church, is to proclaim salvation in history and to bring the Reign of 

God, and thereby to be part of the “historical incarnation of God’s communication and 

revelation is to be a child of God by virtue of sharing of his very own life.”
143

 While the 

Church participates, however, t is God Himself who “makes possible humanity’s total 

liberation” through His “free irruption… into history.”
144

 God is the Redeemer of each 

individual, but also the Redeemer of history itself. He is the One who would create the 

liberty to which Ellacuría aspires, since it is more than a change in state structures. 

 When Ellacuría says we need “a new earth,” he is commending something far 

beyond an environmental renewal.
145

 The new earth would be created by “qualitatively 

new” social structures.
146

 He says that “one can hardly expect real liberty to come from 

conditions that have so far created bondage.”
147

 However, Christian liberation is not just 

the creation of a new earth in history, but also a “salvation above and beyond history.”
148

 

Since it is eternal God who will totally liberate man, He will do so beyond history. Yet 

the irruption of God into history does not reduce man’s obligation to liberate. “The 

Christian maintains that one can go beyond history only if one makes every effort to 

ensure that history moves beyond itself,” incarnating God in history by seeking 
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humanity’s liberation.
149

 He thereby obligates man to God’s mission, and recognizes the 

incapacity of man to accomplish his goal without divine intervention.  

In his essay “The Historicity of Christian Salvation,” Ellacuría records three ways 

in which the people of God has historically used its power with relation to the world and 

salvation. Particularly clear in the Old Testament, “power conceived theocratically,” the 

first form made salvation very immanent; however, it was “antisalvific” because it “hides 

behind the belief that salvation must come through power...shaped by the powers of this 

world.”
150

 The next form reels against the first. It manifested itself in waiting, resigning 

the work of the Church to the spiritual realm, living apart from the world and waiting for 

God to “break into history.”
151

 In this form of power the Church neglects the “already” of 

Christ’s salvific work and waits instead for His Second Coming without providing the 

“leaven”  that Ellacuría believes that the Reign is intended to be to the political order.
152

 

The third conception is that which liberation theology proposes, in which the Church is 

called “to save history by making God’s power present in it.”
153

 Here the Church acts out 

Jesus’ life in the present historical reality, where the Church is proclaiming the Reign of 

God, which “is the commitment of God’s cause to the human cause and, more concretely, 

to the cause of the poor.”
154

 We do not abandon world-changing nor do we cease to wait 
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upon the Lord, but we actively await and prepare the kingdom, a method that appears as 

an effective middle road between two other “antisalvific” paths. Actively waiting, the 

Church avoids both spiritualization and political triumphalism. 

  In line with the third conception, Ellacuría reminds us that “Salvation history is 

meaningless if it does not include the sociopolitical dimension, which is an essential part 

but not the whole of it.”
155

 Liberation is both religious and political, and “[a]t the very 

least…certainly a Christian concept.”
156

 The Church must be a part of the sociopolitical 

realm to act in line with its mission, responding to the choice between avoidance and 

incarnation in the political realm.
157

 Participation in the political realm is not optional for 

the Church itself. In fact, “It is senseless to worry about whether the Church is meddling 

in politics when it is carrying out its liberative mission,” only carrying out the mission is 

necessary.
158

 Just as the mission of Christ was inherently political and social, so is the 

mission of the Church. 

 While the goal of the Church itself is not to take political power as an institution, 

it requires individual political involvement from its members. Participation in the Church 

requires that individuals in the Church take a political and social role to combat structural 

sin. Ellacuría believed that Christians might be called to participate in “Politics as service 

and not as profession, in which one seeks not power but the betterment of the majority 
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populations,” in a role where “Christian fullness” could be lived out.
159

 Being at the 

service of the poor and oppressed, doing “truly liberative works,” would “entail a 

permanent sacrifice, which few people would want to take on, to forgo that general 

temptation to make use of power for themselves.”
160

  In this excerpt of “On Liberation,” 

Ellacuría refers to the humility which rejects power. Ellacuría practiced a political 

Christianity unto death. He took up the causes of the poor. He believes Christians are 

called to the service of the poor because they are also to be the poor. Whether in the 

political or the civic realm, as long as liberation is not complete, they are not without a 

mission. Ellacuría studied, wrote, spoke, and led the UCA in search of liberation, as part 

of the Christian mission of liberation.  

 With the rise of liberation theology in Latin America, a proper understanding of 

peace and of violence became necessary, one which the bishops at Medellín began to 

formulate. Peace implies positive characteristics, a fullness that is not simply the absence 

of armed conflict. The world is most often not at peace, but rather torn by violence. Yet, 

violence may sometimes be necessary as a response to structural violence. On the plane 

of history, the Church of the poor is a means of grace to the world, a revealer of salvation 

history and a catalyst of salvation in history. It acts through the people of God, whether 

they be in the institutional Church, in base communities, or in organizaciones populares, 

as we considered above. These communities of belief or of engagement both became 

agents for integral liberation in history, but for Ellacuría and Rutilio Grande, had to 

become part of the work of the Church in the proper manner. Analyzing the work of these 
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groups and of the Church towards liberation, Ellacuría demonstrates that the Church is to 

be actively converting the world into the liberation of God’s kingdom as it waits for God 

to once again manifest Himself in the Second Coming. 

 

III. The Church of the Poor as Historical Sacrament 

 

Immense political, economic, and social problems confronted Ellacuría in El 

Salvador during the second half of the twentieth century. He viewed the sacraments as 

channels to respond to these challenges, but not only the traditional sacraments. His 

integral view of salvation and liberation led Ellacuría to focus on the Church as a 

“historical sacrament of liberation,” rather than the sacraments of the Eucharist, baptism, 

confirmation, marriage, ordination, penance, and anointing of the sick.
161

 The 

participation of the Church in bringing the Reign of God is of primary importance, and 

thus the sacraments are important because of their participation in that mission.  

In “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of Liberation,” Ellacuría claims 

the Church is an historical sacrament of liberation, an idea revolutionary for its historical 

aspect.
162

 The traditional definition of a sacrament is “a visible sign of an invisible grace, 

which effects what it signifies.”
163

 Not limiting his sacramental conception to the seven 

traditional sacraments, Ellacuría focuses upon the impact of the Church itself on 

historical realities. Though “Classical theology… saw the sacraments as privileged 

‘channels’ of grace,” it  
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“acknowledged that they were not the only channels. It acknowledged that the 

grace of Christ is also made present, visible, and effective through other channels. 

In other words, the sacramentality of the church can and must be made 

historically present in other ways. And those other ways, although they may not 

have all the exclusive marks of the seven sacraments, are no less and may even be 

more fundamental with respect to the sacramentality of the church.”
164

  

 

Ellacuría expanded sacramentality to the Church itself, which acts through the 

announcement and fulfillment of the Reign of God.
165

 

 Ellacuría is quick to remind readers that the purpose of the Church must not be 

the institution itself, but the Reign of God. The Church is a sacrament; it is a means by 

which the world receives God’s grace, so that the Reign of God can come in history. 

Ellacuría states that “the Church must view its own character as a mediating sign.”
166

 He 

claims that “[o]nly by emptying itself, in self-giving to the neediest people, unto death 

and death on the cross, can the church claim to be a historical sacrament of the salvation 

of Christ.”
167

 It is a means of grace demonstrated through liberation. In this convergence 

of ecclesiology and sacramentology, the Church becomes the sacrificial body of Christ, 

broken for the sins of the world, redeeming the world and being redeemed through its 

work.  

As mentioned above, Ellacuría believes that the Church acts as a historical sacrament. 

The Church is the sign of God “insofar as it continues [Jesus Christ’s] life and mission in 

time.”
168

  And, since “history and the overall disposition of society…serve as the 
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mediating corpus of God,” we should “view the Church not as the defender of the natural 

order but rather as the orderer of a societal realization,” according to Ellacuría.
169

 Just as 

Jesus Christ was incarnate historically, the Church must make incarnate the body of 

Christ in time, living “as a sacramental sign of its own credibility.”
170

The Church acts not 

just for the liberation of history, but also for the conversion of individuals to Christ. If the 

Church acts as a sign “of the God who has revealed himself in history,” the “credibility of 

Jesus as the savior of humanity” will be proven, and people will be led “from believing in 

Jesus as the savior of humanity and history to believing in him as Lord, the prime 

revealer of the Father.”
171

 So, as it accomplishes its mission, the world will come to see 

that the Church truly is the body of Christ. By becoming a means of integral liberation 

and the avenue through which people come to see and believe, the historical Church acts 

as a sacrament.  

 The historicity of the Church will be effective as it credibly creates the Reign of 

God. For Ellacuría, this requires that the Church become “in practice what it should be by 

nature”, a means of grace that shall take away the sins of the world, both objective 

(systematic) and personal (which result from systems of oppression).
172

 The Church is 

intended to be a part of the integral liberation of the world, and by being a part of this 

liberative mission of the Reign of God it is truly the Church.  

Ellacuría cannot take lightly the actions of the institutional church when it violates its 

nature, and thus, he critiques it for failing to carry out its mission. “[T]he historical 
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corporeality of the church implies that the reality and the action of Jesus Christ [are] 

‘being embodied’ in the church, so that the church will realize an ‘incorporation’ of Jesus 

Christ in the reality of history.”
173

 When it fails to accomplish this task, it fails to bring 

the salvation of the world in the full and vibrant sense in which salvation ought to be 

conceptualized. Two of the failings of the Church he identifies, from as early as the 

colonization of Latin America, are “its propensity to identify with power and wealth (a 

permanent temptation for the church), and its subtle tendency to prefer and prioritize its 

‘institutionality’ over its ‘mission’ (also still a very present reality).”
174

 The Catholic 

Church’s action during colonization was “secondary and incidental,” while “economic 

and political interests” took primacy.
175

 The initial involvement of the Catholic Church in 

Latin America made it primarily a structure of power and of wealth. By taking this 

position, it rejected its role as the church of the poor. 

 Of course, the sacramental Church is in no way less obligated to respond to 

economic and political structures. “As a prophetic community and an eschatological sign, 

the Church is essentially political. The objectified character of the public community is 

nothing else but the social and political body of human beings united together.”
176

 

Withdrawing from the public, and therefore political, life of a community is not an option 

for the Church. It works for the salvation of the world in a historical context that cannot 

be separated from the time, place, and people it is placed with in historical reality. The 

gospel message does not separate the Church from the world. Ellacuría claims that  

                                                 
173

 Ellacuría, “The Church of the Poor, Historical Sacrament of Liberation,” 230. 

174
 Ellacuría, “On Liberation,” 32. 

175
 Ibid.  

176
 Ellacuría, Freedom Made Flesh, 162. 



59 

 

“liberty, justice, and love are simultaneously essential dimensions of the historical 

world today and of the proclamation of the gospel message. Liberation can be 

viewed as a process of liberty, justice, and love. These three categories are 

explicitly biblical and explicitly secular. … they offer us the great possibility of 

working in a Christian way for the world and of properly incarnating—or 

secularizing—the Christian faith.”
177

  

 

This is the actualization of the body of Christ in history, not a call to abandon religious 

obligation. It is an opportunity for the Church to share in or shape the goals of the world, 

while not necessarily understanding those goals in the same way. 

 In Ellacuría’s conception, the Church has failed to seek out justice. It has left the 

preferential option for the poor as an afterthought, when in fact it needs to be realized as a 

core part of the Church’s mission. “The contraposition or simple real separation of faith 

and justice supposes from the beginning a false approach to the Christian mission, 

ruptured from itself and the human mission.”
178

 There cannot be a separation between 

faith and justice in the expectations of the Church. Just as for centuries the Church fathers 

have considered the balance between faith and works for salvation, so too must they 

come to the conclusion that faith and justice cannot be separated. Faith ought to animate 

the Christian drive for justice, the search for justice being an inseparable aspect of 

Christian salvation.  

Having established Ellacuría’s belief that the Church itself acts as and is a sacrament, 

we can explore what it means for him to view liturgy, the Eucharist, and traditional 

sacraments based upon their participation historically in liberation. Ellacuría’s work is 

primarily concerned with the lived practice of the Church, not the sacramental theology it 
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propounds, because of his own historical reality. Ellacuría, doing some of his most 

important work as a public intellectual during the time between the Soccer War (with 

Honduras in 1969) and his death, was incredibly concerned about the oppression of the 

poor and the creation of a more just society, as we have seen throughout this chapter. The 

Church participates in liberation; however, it is not assigned an automatic mystical 

superiority as purveyor of grace because it administers the traditional sacraments. His 

concern that the Church might make salvation a purely spiritual endeavor, rather than a 

holistic liberation comes through in his assignment of sacramental status to the Church as 

it acts to redeem history. Through it he gives the Church a more physical, experiential 

role in the society. The sacramental actions of the Church that “are no less and may even 

be more fundamental with respect to the sacramentality of the church” are “to visit 

orphans and widows in their affliction,” or feed “the least of these”.
179

 Nonetheless, 

Ellacuría does address the Mass, a liturgical and Eucharistic event, both by stating 

concerns he has with regard to it and suggesting the power that it may have if properly 

applied to the historical reality.  

 Regarding liturgy, Ellacuría is particularly concerned that it be efficacious for 

those who participate in it, which requires that it be rooted in this world. He asserts that 

“the liturgy has been based too much on the other life, the life beyond this present 

one.”
180

 By becoming focused upon the world that is to come, the spiritual salvation of 

the individual, it ceases to be rooted in the historical reality. “The ordinary liturgy has 

spiritually toned down the awesome social problems of poverty, love, and justice which 
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are an essential part of the Christian message.”
181

 One can only imagine the pain 

Ellacuría experienced, living in the midst of utter poverty, turmoil, and historical struggle 

upon realizing that the body of Christ, the Church of the poor, has a liturgy deaf to the 

cries of the poor and oppressed. He recognized with dismay that by spiritualizing the 

words of “Isaiah, Amos, Hosea, Luke, and James… we can reiterate their statements 

without losing our peace of mind even though our parish may be situated in the most 

affluent suburb in town.”
182

 The Christian can become numb to the words he speaks and 

hears by simply making them a part of the interior life instead of recognizing that he 

must take action. The prophetic voice ought not to allow the words of the Church to be 

spoken to no effect or to fall on deaf ears. 

 Ellacuría worried that internalization with regard to the sacrament was a 

dangerous possible outpouring of the concept of ex opere operato. This doctrine claims 

that the performance of the sacrament is effective in and of itself and is not based upon 

the action or state of the one who partakes. Ellacuría is critical of the oft-taken step “from 

[the belief in intrinsic sacramental efficacy] to the frame of mind which tends to 

minimize the role played by the active faith of the believer in the sacramental process.”
183

 

Ellacuría claims that this step is one of those which “prevent [the liturgy] from carrying 

out its liberative mission.”
184

 For Ellacuría “Grace is a personal encounter, a personal 

communication.”
185

 He does not agree either with a particular Protestant exegesis which 
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makes a metaphor between eating of the bread of life and the spiritual conversion of 

salvation, nor with the sacramentology of certain Catholic thinkers “when it puts an 

overly physical interpretation on the Johannine texts which talk about eating the bread of 

life.”
186

 It is not enough to make the breaking of bread at the Last Supper a symbol for 

salvation, nor is it necessary to restrain the encounter with God to the bread of the 

Eucharist. In the Eucharist, the sacrament communicates the grace of God as the believer 

participates in it. The liturgy of the Mass becomes a part of a larger process of liberation 

as God participates with His people.  

 He hopes that the liturgy will be made “into a life-giving reality in and through 

the light of faith.”
187

 The liturgy is meant to meet men as they are, to help them “to give 

life and breath to the Christian message in their context.”
188

 As stated previously, for 

Ellacuría “[l]iberation is understood as salvation,” while “salvation is understood as 

liberation,” therefore to ignore the bondage of the individual, the actual oppression or 

violence which he faces, is to somehow narrow the scope of salvation, or make it 

ineffective by refusing to recognize the extent of his need for liberation.
189

 This is 

analogous to Ellacuría’s concern that “[t]he liturgy of ex opera operato downplays the 

changing historical situation which is part of the liturgy.”
190

 A clear example the problem 

he finds is the use of the Latin mass, which had been maintained until only recently. But 

even vernacular language in translation does not amount to liturgy that speaks to the true 
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historical reality of many.
191

 The use of the same liturgy everywhere in the world is a 

danger because, “[e]ven if we could find some universal element shared by [both a 

congregation in New York and a rural congregation in Latin America], that would entail 

the suppression of the differences between them—the suppression of real life.”
192

 This is 

not the ideal, because“[God’s summoning word] summons the community from within 

their real-life situation and calls them to act on behalf of that situation.”
193

 Ellacuría is not 

content to accept a broad liturgy which only speaks to the most universal aspects, and 

thus likely the most interior aspects, of man. Considering the liturgy to be purely spiritual 

or reducing it to be universally applicable makes it an ineffective method for the 

conveyance of grace and the introduction of the Reign of God in history. For Ellacuría, 

liturgy needs to respond to social issues, to embody love and justice, and bring the body 

into participation in integral liberation. 

 Ellacuría saw the Church in Latin America suffer under liturgy that “contributed 

more to oppression than to liberation, at least on the social front.”
194

 He wanted a new 

liturgy for Latin America, but that new liturgy would “be alienating too if it [did] not take 

seriously its mission to save the people of Latin America from oppression in all its 

forms.”
195

 This new “liberation liturgy” would have to respond to the sins of Latin 

America. It would involve penitence; in the Mass a community united in sins would be 
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united also in redemption.
196

 “The liturgy should help the assembled community to see 

how this sinfulness pervades every sphere of life from the local community to the realm 

of international affairs. We must accept our responsibility for it,” Ellacuría tells us.
197

 It 

would be a sacrament of distinctly Christian liberation because 

 “it interprets oppression as an active sin and the absence of true filial freedom as 

a passive sin. It sees sin in everything that prevents the individual from attaining 

and exercising the freedom of the children of God. It sees sin in everything which 

serves collectively to obscure God’s loving presence within existing social 

structures.”
198

  

 

The Mass would respond to structural sin and individual sin. Discontented with a liturgy 

that does not incarnate the Church in the historical reality in which it exists, Ellacuría 

longed for a liturgy that would unite the Church in its penitence and its redemption, in the 

death and resurrection of what stood then as structures of sin and sinful individuals.  

 This revitalized, revitalizing Mass is an aspect of Ellacuría’s sacramentology in 

which the historical circumstances and impact of the Church are prioritized. As a 

historical sacrament of liberation and salvation, the Church acts as a means of grace, as 

the Church of the poor for the liberation of man and revelation of salvation history and 

salvation in history. For Ellacuría, the Eucharist and liturgy contribute to the mission of 

the Church when they cater to the poor; thus he believes that they should be accessible 

and effective, uniting the Church in confession of its sin and redemption of that sin. 

Driven by the injustices rampant in the historical reality of El Salvador, his 
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sacramentology rejects the tendency to rely upon ex opere operato and asks for the 

Church to be actively engaged in its mission through every aspect of its ministry.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 In oppression, liberation, celebration of the Mass, and the recitation of the liturgy, 

the story Ellacuría tells is tied to historical realities. Ellacuría’s participation in the life of 

the Salvadoran Church through the people of the base communities made his 

understanding of the Church one of a body of the people of God. Political and social 

forces became sources of oppression that prevented the realization of the fullness of the 

body of Christ. The shackles enslaving the Salvadoran people were structures of poverty, 

political silence, and violence. The liberation of the Church was not to be a purely 

spiritual process. Rather, the impact of the Church required that it participate in integral 

liberation from sin and oppression, a form of violence. The church of the poor was both 

the wounded body and the agent for redemption. It responded to ingrained violence with 

a fight for justice, sometimes a fight that included physical violence. Holding to the 

importance of history, Ellacuría was among liberation theologians who saw that the 

Church could act as a channel of grace not only through the sacraments, but by being 

itself a leaven to change the world and enact liberation. From the violence of oppression 

that so often overcomes the world, and that was emphasized in El Salvador by military 

government and oligarchy, Ellacuría conceived of a Church capable of rising up and 

liberating the poor to recognize their true place as children of God.  

 In El Salvador, the Church acted as a channel for liberation through the base 

communities and the UCA. In base communities, Salvadorans could care for one another 

in the face of state oppression. From them, some Salvadorans would join directly political 
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organizaciones populares or even guerrilla armies, fighting for radical change. Ellacuría 

worked at the UCA as a voice for liberation, a prophetic voice, denouncing injustice. He 

wanted to raise up God’s people that they might not remain bowed under the weight of an 

oppressive state. By teaching Salvadorans at the UCA, not only students, but also 

community members, by involving the civil society in political matters, and by 

advocating change and negotiation, Ellacuría showed that the Church ought to be a 

powerful actor in the campaign for integral liberation. Responding to sinful structures 

was, for Ellacuría, a matter of action, a matter which the church of the poor could not 

ignore.  He demonstrated that the Church could act as a channel of liberation in a time of 

violence, drawing men to salvation and liberating the society from oppression.  

 

 

 

 

 

  



67 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

William Cavanaugh—Rending and Binding in the Church and State 

 

 

I. Setting the Scene: Liturgies and Social Bodies 

 

“In the Eucharist the church keeps alive the subversive memory of Christ’s past 

confrontation with, and triumph over, worldly power. At the same time, the Eucharist 

anticipates the future realization of a new society, the Kingdom of God, which will 

shatter the obdurate monuments of the mighty.”  

   -William Cavanaugh (Torture and Eucharist, 1998, p. 280) 

 

In Torture and Eucharist, William Cavanaugh introduces his readers to the 

concept of torture as an anti-liturgy of the state. The book touches on sociology, 

theology, ethics, and sacramentology, while examining the government of Augusto 

Pinochet, who came to power after the coup against Chilean president Salvador Allende 

on September 11, 1973. The Pinochet regime used torture to create fear and, as 

Cavanaugh sees it, to atomize the Chilean people. This is an example of a process that 

Cavanaugh has traced in several of his works, the formation of the modern state as an 

alternate deity which atomizes individuals and makes them fully dependent upon it for 

protection, for economic support, for life itself. In giving their allegiance to the state, 

citizens become willing to both die and kill on its behalf. Church and state compete for 

allegiance. State violence is often a tool for the state to crush rebellion or reorient its 

citizens’ allegiance to its goals. Weak state capacity makes the use of raw force a tool to 

maintain order and preeminence.  

Torture and Eucharist was Cavanaugh’s first book, published in 1998, and thus 

represents an early stage in his scholarship, which has been further developed in the last 

18 years. We will consider first the problem of the modern nation-state in the Chilean 
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context, then expand it to the broader context of modernity, using early works from 

Cavanaugh, such as Theopolitical Imagination, up through his most recent work, Field 

Hospital. The problem of the modern state in these works is that it acts as an idol. Using 

the anti-liturgy of torture (and the broader tactics of war), the state becomes the sole 

power to which atomized individuals may cling. In response to this idolatry, which often 

leads to domestic or international violence, Cavanaugh presents a redemptive narrative, 

proposing that we need an attitude of repentance and the sacramental power of the 

Eucharist to cleanse us and bind us as Christ’s Church, subsequently identifying a 

Eucharistic counter-politics.  

In Torture and Eucharist, Cavanaugh outlines the problem of state idolatry. The 

Chilean state under Pinochet becomes the historical locus for Cavanaugh’s study of the 

modern transfer of worship to the state. In Pinochet’s Chile, the state apparatus, originally 

through the Dirección de Inteligencia Nacional (Department of National Intelligence, 

DINA) and later through the Centro Nacional de Informaciones (National Information 

Center, CNI), used torture to destroy the social bodies that existed at the level of civil 

society. While Cavanaugh addresses the atomization of society as a whole, he does give a 

particular role to the Catholic Church in Chile at the time. After the 1973 coup, the 

Chilean security apparatus tortured over 30,000 and killed or “disappeared” over 3,000 

people.
199

 The Catholic Church, of which the vast majority of Chileans were members, 

was expected to play a role in the response to state violence. It would respond using 

several outlets to support Chileans with food, legal aid, and other services, much of 

which was provided by the Vicaría de Solidaridad (Vicariate of Solidarity), which 
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replaced the Comité de Cooperación para la Paz en Chile (Committee of Cooperation for 

Peace in Chile, COPACHI) after the government declared it an “illicit organization.”
200

 

Cavanaugh argues that the Church’s response to torture was at times delayed, 

hesitant, and divided, though the Catholic Church did not fail to respond entirely, as 

evidenced by the COPACHI and the Vicaría. Cavanaugh identifies the source of the 

problem as the Chilean Church’s training in the conception of the Church as the soul of 

the nation, while the state was its body. This was the first step to Church silence 

regarding torture and a symptom of the move towards state idolatry.  

Cavanaugh conceives of the state as an idol, a new locus for the natural human 

capacity for worship. The state commonly finds ways of transferring “worship” to itself 

via new “secular” liturgies. The alternative liturgy enacted through torture regurgitates 

the words of the state, while the voices in the Church are unified and submitted to the true 

God. Torture atomizes its victim and the society at large, because of the incapacity of the 

social body of the state to share suffering. This state-centered liturgy also negates the 

effectiveness of the true liturgy by refusing to recognize the sacrifice of its victims, 

leaving no visible signs of their suffering. For Cavanaugh, the powerful rending of 

bodies, both social and individual, requires the healing and unifying power of the 

Eucharist.  

 Cavanaugh’s description of liturgy is supplemented in his book Migrations of the 

Holy, where he draws us back to the original term leitourgia, and borrows from the work 

of Alexander Schmemman, defining the term as “an action by which a group of people 

become something corporately which they had not been as a mere collection of 
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individuals.”
201

 Central to Cavanaugh’s understanding of liturgy is also the definition 

given by Carolyn Marvin and David W. Ingle, who state that liturgy involves “memory-

inducing behavior that has the effect of preserving what is indispensable to the group,” 

these behaviors being “ritual language and gesture,” according to Cavanaugh.
202

 He 

describes these rituals, used to bind communities together, as practices that help to bring 

participants into the narrative of the Church. The language here turns to community, to 

the group that thinks and acts in unison. Cavanaugh is profoundly concerned with the 

atomization of modern society, with a world that is consistently turning towards 

individual achievement and dismissing the importance of the primary community, that is, 

of the body of Christ.  

 Liturgies give communities narratives and thereby bind them together. The state 

does a wonderful job of creating narratives as well, according to Cavanaugh. However, 

he sees the state as a force encroaching on the liturgical playing-field of the Church. In 

Torture and Eucharist, we are introduced to an “anti-liturgy” of the state, while in later 

works Cavanaugh uncovers some of the ways in which the state can create its own 

positive liturgies. A pattern emerges of what I will call “rending and binding,” or what 

Cavanaugh calls “scattering and gathering.” The agents, state and Church, are the 

distinctive characters we must consider in the process of rending and binding. Torture, as 

a tool of the state, rends both the individual body and the social body: 
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“Torture may be considered a kind of perverse liturgy, for in torture the body of 

the victim is the ritual site where the state’s power is manifested in its most 

awesome form, Torture is liturgy—or, perhaps better said, “anti-liturgy”—

because it involves bodies and bodily movements in a drama which both makes 

real the power of the state and constitutes an act of worship of that mysterious 

power. It is essential to this ritual enactment that it not be public… The liturgy of 

the torture room is a disciplina arcani, a discipline of the secret, which is yet part 

of a larger state project which continues outside of the torture chamber itself.”
203

 

 

Looking again to Alexander Schmemman’s definition of leitorgia, “an action by which a 

group of people become something corporately which they had not been as a mere 

collection of individuals,” it is fitting that Cavanaugh calls torture an anti-liturgy.
204

 

Torture is about separation. Through a series of movements and of words, the victim is 

removed from the social bodies in which he is usually included. It begins with the 

separation of the individual from his community spatially. He disappears from sight. His 

family is left to wonder why he did not return home from work. Government agencies 

that should seek missing persons instead hide them away and refuse to reveal 

information. The separated victim is then forced to confess the words the state already 

knows or perhaps false words, thus making him an ideological exile or a traitor in the 

eyes of the outside world. Through word and deed, victims become isolated and catalysts 

of isolation to the surrounding community. Every conception of liturgy Cavanaugh 

provides in Migrations takes as its prerequisite a community. The anti-liturgy of torture 

begins in solitude and further intensifies that solitude in a variety of ways, which we will 

discuss further later in the chapter.  

 As individuals begin to see themselves only as individuals, not as part of broader 

social bodies, such as the Church, they are rewritten into the narrative of the state. Chris 
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Hedges, a journalist, examines these narratives thoroughly in War is a Force that Gives 

Us Meaning. It is a book informed by years of work as a war correspondent, drawing 

from conflicts across the world to illustrate the drama of war. In each case, Hedges 

portrays the darkness, the evil of war. Yet he admits that after his first experience in the 

fray “I was hooked.”
205

 In a world starved for meaning, individuals longing to participate 

in a greater narrative find a rush of adrenaline and the common purpose in war. The tales 

of war allow citizens to be caught up into myths of national grandeur and yet of 

victimization. Every war is a just war, responding to a greater wrong by some evil 

“other.” Human beings long for meaning and purpose, and a national myth can direct the 

individual to live, die, and kill for the goals of the nation. This is the allegiance 

Cavanaugh critiques. He is committed to the communal body of the universal Church, an 

allegiance that must stand above the allegiance to every nation. The willingness of 

Christians to live, die, and kill for the state represents a diversion of the human 

propensity for worship. With the power to give glory inherent in each human being, we 

direct our praise to the false body of the state, rather than the true body of the Church. 

This is the idolatry, the binding, that the modern state requests and gains so readily when 

the Church is denied its jurisdiction over the bodies of its members.  

 In part two of the chapter, we hear Cavanaugh’s response to the disintegration of 

true community in the face of the modern state. First, we must tear ourselves away from 

the practices of violence. Cavanaugh draws on the work of Dorothy Day and the Catholic 

Worker movement to demonstrate the potential impact of a broad understanding of the 
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Mystical Body as encompassing all of humanity and creation.
206

 With Day as a catalyst 

for discussion, we see an opportunity for the Church, and for all, to repent of participation 

in the violence of the world. We can then consider the profound potential of a Eucharistic 

practice and the counter-politics that can bind the Church in the face of the atomizing 

practices of the state. By considering both the state and the Church as involved in patterns 

of scattering and gathering, rending and binding, we come to understand the two paths for 

worship, one of state, one of Church. These paths may be inclined to ambiguity, 

nonetheless, by considering them we will come to better understand the spectrum along 

which our allegiances may fall, and may then more closely examine our own assumptions 

regarding state violence.   

 

I. Rending and Binding in the State: Torture and Nationalism 

 

The Anti-Liturgy of Torture  

 

For Cavanaugh, torture is the ultimate site of state power, acting as a secret 

liturgy with broad social effects. In this section we will consider torture as one practice of 

the modern state that divides communities and dissolves intermediate associations. The 

ideas are, however, more broadly applicable to other practices of (illegitimate) state 

violence. Torture has particularly isolating effects, by its nature as a clandestine practice, 

that are shared, to a lesser degree, by other unpredictable acts of state violence and terror.  

Torture’s liturgy makes its victims both enemies and mouthpieces of the state. 

These concepts come together, because the victims are usually tortured based upon the 

premise that they have information about other supposed rebels or plans that the state 
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needs in order to protect its citizens, and thus are forced to confess. However, the victim 

often becomes a mouthpiece of the state because it is often the case that the torturer 

already knows the information for which he is asking. Thus the confession simply takes 

the supposed enemy and makes him turn on those who support his cause, or forces him to 

confess something that both he and the torturer know to be false. In either case, the victim 

speaks the words required by his torturer, the words of the state. In the first case, the 

victim is additionally asked to break the confidence of his peers, endangering others, 

which breaks down social bonds.
207

 Confession may turn the victim into a justified 

casualty of the state for the broader society, thereby enforcing state legitimacy even as 

the state abuses its power. 

 In one scenario, Cavanaugh describes a torturer who, in a twisted show of power, 

offers coffee, a blanket, and a bed, to a victim after he has been tortured. Summing up the 

situation, Cavanaugh illustrates the “liturgy of torture:”  

“[T]he torturer stands in as the vicar of the state, the presider at the manifestation of 

the state’s awesome power. Torture is an efficacious sign by which the state enacts its 

power over its subjects’ bodies in purest form.”
208

 

In torture, physical violence is transformed into a temporal demonstration of the 

imagined concept of the state, while the victim becomes part of the imagined body of the 

state. 

 The liturgy of the state intends to atomize the society, so that individuals are tied 

to the state alone, with no ties between those individuals. This dissolution of the civil 
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society is rendered possible through the torture of individuals primarily because of the 

isolating power of pain, which affects on both the victim and the larger society. 

Cavanaugh relies upon scholar Elaine Scarry’s discussion of pain in The Body in Pain to 

describe the effects of pain experienced by the victim of torture. The inability of the 

victim to convey the measure and quality of his pain is isolating, as sufferers “are reduced 

to inarticulate screams and moans, or words which convey little of the actual experience 

of pain… Pain does not merely resist language but actively destroys it.”
209

 Suffering 

isolates and avoids description. This “difficulty of expressing pain” and its “occult nature 

buried deep in the body of the sufferer…lends pain to misdescription and manipulation 

for political purposes.”
210

 The sufferer’s unutterable pain becomes the confession asked 

for by the state, perverting the public mind; when the victim makes a confession, he 

becomes the cause of his own pain.
211

  

While in most cases “language is a means of self-expansion,” when it is co-opted 

by the state, it becomes the means of the state’s growth. The state comes to define and 

dominate reality, while the victim’s reality shrinks to comprehend only his own physical 

being.
212

 However, pain does not only eliminate the physical breadth of the world, but 

also the temporal. “Past attachments and future hopes are destroyed by the brute present 

immediacy of pain.”
213

 The future is stolen as prisoners cannot be sure if or when they 

will be released, while the past is stolen as “[t]he well-regulated mechanism of pain 
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forces the victim to denounce friends, comrades, loved ones, and highest ideals as 

filth.”
214

 Pain shrinks the sufferer’s conceptual world, forces the words that reject the 

victim’s past, and denies him hope for the future.  

This isolation in time and space affects not only the sufferer, but also the society 

at large. The understanding that the tortured were not necessarily affiliated with 

rebellious activity made fear rampant, and psychological effects of torture reverberated 

through the society. The victims of torture, once released into society, “serve as walking 

signifiers of the regime’s power, spreading fear among others who might be tempted to 

defy the state.”
215

 This threat compounded the effects of the laws against political activity 

under Pinochet, laws which did not limit the police, who would also persecute those civil 

society meetings that fell within the bounds of the law.
216

 The fear of torture reverberates 

through society because “torture reaches to the very limits of horror, turning the body 

against the person to such an extent that death appears as something desirable.”
217

 It 

perverts the supposed protective, just mechanism of the state by making the victim into a 

rebel, even if he was not. In order to steer clear of victimization, citizens then 

intentionally act as though they are more directly supportive of the state than they 

otherwise might, hiding their true convictions. 

Cavanaugh also draws attention to the isolating power of torture by recognizing 

that “the isolation experienced [by victims of torture] is accompanied by a feeling of 
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having lost one’s sense of privacy.”
218

 The isolating experience is somewhat like the 

“panopticon,” a philosophical construct in which individuals are separated into small 

compartments, while an omnipotent person sits in a tower high above, able to see the 

individuals. Yet, these individuals cannot see one another, nor can they be sure when the 

observer in the panopticon is watching them or looking away, or if there even is an 

observer. Individuals are isolated, relating only to the observer, who may punish them or 

may leave them. Privacy dissolves, as does community, despite the common plight of all 

individuals involved. The scenario helps us to understand the confusion of reality and 

fantasy that torture also brings on.
219

 

When torturers make the state the ultimate authority, reality ceases to be 

distinguishable. Cavanaugh reminds his readers that “the state,” as such, is an imagined 

concept, not a physical entity. Nonetheless, the imagined state has the power to place the 

boundaries around reality. This ability gives the state power, proving particularly strong 

when the state refuses to define the boundary between real and unreal. “Ambiguity and 

unknowing,” according to Cavanaugh, “create anxiety, which in turn creates the demand 

for order which the state provides.”
220

 The Pinochet regime needed this anxiety to secure 

its power and uphold the political and economic changes it would promote.  

It seems that even in this scenario, physical evidence could help the society to 

sketch the outlines of reality and fiction, however the Chilean government and the 

DINA/CNI were careful not to leave marks. Cavanaugh contrasts the bodies of the 
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tortured to the bodies of the martyrs. When martyrs died, their remains and their 

belongings became reminders and relics of suffering for the faith. In contrast, when 

victims of torture were released, they rarely had scars that witnessed to their trials (note, 

the Greek root of martyr means literally “to witness”).
221

 Those who were not released 

were often “disappeared” (as 20,000 would be during the Dirty War in Argentina a few 

years later). Families were left to grieve those who were missing, yet hope they were still 

alive, even if they were tortured. Without visible scars on the bodies of torture victims 

and without the bodies of those who were killed, an ambiguity about the extent of the 

power of the state prevailed, and Chileans were denied the rallying point of public, 

visible atrocities.
222

  

 Since Pinochet left power in 1990, there have been several commissions to 

uncover the truth about the use of torture and disappearance and provide reconciliation to 

the country. The first report, the Rettig Report, found 2,296 human rights violations, a 

number of deaths and disappearances, which would grow after further investigations.
223

 

The latest effort, the Valech Commission, gave its first report in 2004, when it reported 

27,255 “victims of political prison and torture during the military dictatorship.” In the 

next year, it recognized over 1,000 more cases, and then, after another eighteen months of 

investigation in 2011, it returned 30 additional “Rettig cases” of “detenidos 

desaparecidos” and  9,795 more political prison and torture victims. Among the forms 

torture might take were “psychological tortures, … electricity, beatings,…, sexual torture, 
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forced postures, …, burning with cigarettes, privation of food and water, and bright lights 

or loud noises.” 
224

 With over 40,000 victims of human rights violations now recognized, 

it is clear that it was not an isolated phenomenon and had enough direct points of impact 

to cause a wider social anxiety. Additionally, the widespread use of torture was 

accompanied by laws imposing curfews and restrictions on association. As Chileans 

could not be sure when they were being watched, and, as they did not know what would 

make the government suspicious of their activities, they often avoided any activities that 

might be considered suspicious. An article from the Los Angeles Times from 1986, 

written for an American audience, helps to summarize the situation: 

“The government muzzles the press and enforces a curfew from 2 a.m. to 5 a.m. 

in Santiago and environs. It forbids public assembly. It authorizes arrest without 

warrant and permits prisoners to be held without charge or appeal. It taps 

telephones and opens mail. It can exile its foes or refuse them entry. 

 

“Pinochet's opponents charge that government security agencies have spawned 

death squads that kill by night. Four Chileans have been dragged from their 

homes and slain since the assassination attempt [on President Pinochet by 

communist guerrillas about a month and a half earlier, September 7, 1986]--by 

armed civilians who circulate after curfew, when only those on government 

business or with written permission may be on the streets. 

 

“No Chilean escapes the psychological impact. People without the remotest 

political connection imagine that their telephone conversations are monitored.”
225

 

 

These brief sentences provide a picture of the laws under which every Chilean had to live 

and the threats to which Chileans who were thought to be out of step with Pinochet’s 

regime would have been susceptible. Those who did not fit the imagined society of the 
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right-wing regime were excluded and the society crumbled as individuals and 

communities were torn apart by fear. 

 By identifying the effects of torture on the individual and society, Cavanaugh is 

able to recognize the ways in which a “Eucharistic ‘counter-politics’” must work to 

rebind Chilean society, an idea expounded in the final section of this chapter.
226

 Torture 

is a liturgy of the state, or an anti-liturgy, because it uses physical bodies in a routine that 

affirms state power. Through pain, the victim of torture is isolated, as his world shrinks in 

upon him, as pain reduces his ability to conceive of what is not immediately present in 

both time and space, and his ability to communicate his suffering is stifled by the nature 

of pain itself and the incapacity of language to effectively encompass his distress. After 

returning to society, the ineffable effects of torture created fear and anxiety that destroyed 

privacy and yet made community impossible under the constant threat of the state. Unlike 

martyrs, victims of torture were unable to confess the faith, rather having their voices 

stolen for the words of the state, while their bodies refused to witness to the state’s evil 

deeds. 

 

Nation as Idol 

 

 Having atomized Chilean society, people searched for a new object of worship, a 

new locus of ultimate purpose. There are a variety of narratives open to isolated and 

purposeless individuals. In Witness, Whittaker Chambers recounts his search for 

something for which it would be worth dying.
227

 He stumbled upon the Communist party, 

which promised a utopia that would not disappoint. Perhaps this was the problem in 
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Chile. Perhaps the state understood that in a desperate search for meaning individuals 

would cling to any larger narrative. If communism was the larger narrative and torture 

could detach someone from his larger narrative, perhaps the state anti-liturgy was 

effective as they wished. The newly “freed” supposed-communist is now able to attach 

himself to the Chilean national narrative and become once again part of a social body. On 

the other hand, an individual tortured by the state apparatus is highly unlikely to then buy 

into the party-line, rather the effects of torture make him willing to leave the country or 

hide his views, while the effect on his person reverberate through a larger society. Those 

involved in simple social clubs or church meetings become fearful and, rather than risk 

state suspicion, they stop acting in those communities and join the path of the only safe 

narrative, the state narrative.  

 The state narrative is a picture of the universe that places the political entity at the 

center of all action and thereby creates a single state-individual binary. Not only is it 

isolating, but it is, in Cavanaugh’s view, a gateway to idolatry. Nation-states become the 

center of identity and build a framework of myths and half-truths that justify state 

actions, particularly war and internal state violence. We have just considered the 

particular case in Chile as a case study for torture’s broad effects on individuals and 

societies, and now we will delve into the political implications of rebinding the atomized 

individual to the project of the state. 

 Cavanaugh portrays torture as anti-liturgy, in which the victim spouts the words 

of the state provided by the “priest” of the state—in this case, the torturer. Control over 

the body and control over the soul cannot be simply separated, rather by controlling the 

body, the state demonstrates its control over the soul. Cavanaugh spends a good portion 
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of Torture and Eucharist considering and critiquing Jacques Maritain’s imagined ideal of 

a Christian liberal democracy, and finding it insufficient. To put virtue into the hands of 

the state by making “the Christian community the repository of purely supernatural virtue 

which stands outside of time and thus interioriz[ing] and individualiz[ing] the Gospel” 

does a great disservice to the Church and to Christian community.
228

 Cavanaugh finds 

that the state is fundamentally the wrong sort of community to inculcate virtue; Maritain 

“envisions a state strong enough to order the community towards its telos, the common 

good, and overcome antagonisms among various groups,” and yet relies upon “the 

principle of subsidiarity,” which “aims to protect the ‘natural aims’ of the body politic 

from infringement by the state.”
229

 Maritain has given over the duties of habituating 

virtue to the state. Cavanaugh warns that “we would do well to heed Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s reminder that modern nation-states simply are not the kind of community 

through which true virtues can be fostered and the common good achieved. Where 

Aristotelian-Thomist communities of practice appear in the modern world they constitute 

resistance to the nation-state.”
230

 To Cavanaugh’s mind, the state will always seek earthly 

aims and thus virtue must be inculcated outside of the state, through true liturgy, not state 

liturgy.  

 Cavanaugh and MacIntyre are both trying to keep virtue incarnate in the world, 

fearing the spiritualization of virtue and of the Church. By reducing the power of the 

Church to the soul, Christians open themselves to a dangerous descent into state control: 
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“the state cannot be expected to limit itself to the body; it will colonize the soul as 

well.”
231

 The separation of soul and body into different spheres is not reflected so clearly 

in medieval works. Cavanaugh relates the medieval conception of virtue as encompassed 

by both body and mind. “In the body politic Maritain would subordinate, as did St 

Thomas Aquinas, the temporal to the spiritual as the body to the soul,” writes Cavanaugh, 

finding, however, that this is unsatisfying as, “[f]or St Thomas,… the relation of soul and 

body is unmediated. Aquinas teaches that the church has the power to excommunicate 

rulers and absolve their subjects from obedience to them.”
232

 While Maritain is trying to 

follow the Thomist tradition, he is unable to account for the dissolution of the Church’s 

political power. In the modern setting, the Church has been stripped of its ability to make 

physical claims on its members; “For Maritain, the power of the spiritual in the temporal 

must take the form of inspiration and mere counsels which do not require obedience. The 

result is dysfunction between body and soul.”
233

  

The incapacity Cavanaugh fears is well illustrated in Chile by the case of a 

Chilean bishop, Alejandro Jiménez. Though Jiménez met with a former friend, a 

lieutenant, several times, he did not have the power to stop his participation in violence or 

torture. Jiménez believed that his own authority depended “definitively on [the 

lieutenant’s] conscience.”
234

 Since the bishop’s influence was only over the soul and did 

not extend to the lieutenant’s actions, he could do nothing to stop his participation in 

torture, nor provide him any respite from his orders or the consequences of disobeying, 
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should his conscience be moved. Similarly, the day before his death, Salvadoran 

Archbishop Oscar Romero would beg the Salvadoran soldiers, “In the name of God, then, 

and the name of this suffering pueblo, whose laments rise to heaven every day more 

tumultuous, I beg you, I implore you, I order you in the name of God: Stop the 

repression!” 
235

 He begs, implores, and commands these men to cease the repression of 

the Salvadoran people, but his plea is almost completely ineffective, as the country 

stumbles into over a decade of war. This is the problem that Cavanaugh writes to correct, 

the mutual agreement between the Church and the world that the Church will not get in 

the way of the state, even as it makes war, even as Christians become tools of the state to 

make war.  

 In Theopolitical Imagination, Cavanaugh relates the historical journey to “The 

Myth of the State as Saviour.”
236

 The chapter by this title first considers the Christian 

story that humans were created in unity with one another, all equals, and with God. We 

then sinned, and were divided, but are now united with God through the body of Christ, 

and participate in two cities, one worldly, one other-worldly. Next, Cavanaugh takes up 

the narrative of modern political thought, as told by Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, who 

assume the natural inequality of men, the arbitrary will of God, no fixed telos, and power 

as the defining force, not goodness; it claims we must be saved by entering into a society, 

by creating covenants to protect us. Further, to encourage this modern myth, we have the 

myth of the wars of religion, which Cavanaugh has continued to address in the corpus of 
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his work, and to which we shall return several times before we complete our journey. The 

myth is that religion caused wars that lead to the creation of states; Cavanaugh would 

retell the story as one of state sovereignty growing and using religion as an excuse to grab 

more and more power. The story goes along with Luther’s doctrine of two kingdoms, 

which allowed temporal power to come over Christendom. Cavanaugh is also careful to 

note that the bureaucratic state preceded the religious wars and came from the assertion 

of civil power over Church power.  

Cavanaugh also discusses the “Creation of Religion,” by which he means its 

individualization, and reduction to the spiritual, as national churches and theories of 

toleration divided the Church and thereby conquered its true presence. The state has 

failed to save us, claims Cavanaugh, because the only “religio,” or force to bind us 

together, that the state has is violence; where we once had various intermediate forms of 

society with their own distinct boundaries, we now have the strict boundaries of 

sovereignty, and the atomization of individuals. Cavanaugh finishes the chapter by 

proposing a “Eucharistic ‘counter-politics,’” which is intended to reunite the Church, an 

idea we will consider later in this chapter.
237

 

 The state reunites the separate pieces of society by making war. Political scientists 

will likely recognize Charles Tilly’s (simplified) thesis that “War made the state, and the 

state made war,” lying under the surface of Cavanaugh’s argument.
238

 Cavanaugh 

addresses Tilly’s thesis in a later essay, arguing that “[t]he claim that emerging states 

offered their citizens protection against violence ignores the fact that the state itself 
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created the threat and then charged its citizens for reducing it.”
239

 By asserting legitimacy 

through taxation and coercion, the state becomes an agent of violence. This is more than 

a theological retelling of Tilly’s story. Tilly’s story is open to a Darwinist impulse, that 

war allowed certain states to thrive because they were better equipped, had better leaders. 

Cavanaugh addresses inter-state war by questioning the entire project of the state as an 

inherently aggressive entity, driven by power, rather than a protective impulse. He 

proposes that violence became an alternate religion because violence is the anti-liturgy of 

the state. When directed outwardly, it allows members of a state to act in unison as they 

cannot in almost any other way. When it is directed internally, it shows itself as an anti-

liturgy in support of the power of a particular group, atomizing all opposition to the 

national agenda. War provides the chance to pay homage to the state, a reason to die, and 

a reason to kill. As for those who are terrorized and tortured by the state, they realize that 

they are not a part of the unified national project and become atomized individuals. 

Cavanaugh does not laud the rise of powerful, high-capacity states, he suggests that the 

state used violence to become a “legitimate” power and has since used that violence to 

unite citizens against common enemies, internal or external.  

 In some cases, Cavanaugh’s thesis plays out almost perfectly. Take, for example, 

the military regime in Argentina in 1982. As the economy sank, the junta realized that 

they desperately needed to boost morale, so they tried to formally retake the Islas 

Malvinas, or Falkland Islands, from the British, whose citizens had long inhabited them. 

Unfortunately for the junta, the British were quick to respond. Nonetheless, in the early 

days of the war, during which they could claim that the Argentine troops were doing 
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well, morale was improved, and even afterwards, the islands became a rallying point for 

Argentines, a point of nationalist pride. In 2015, then president, Cristina Fernández de 

Kirchner introduced a new fifty-peso note with the phrase “Islas Malvinas. Un amor 

soberano, ” that is, “Malvinas Islands. A sovereign love.”
240

 Though the bank notes only 

remained in circulation a few months, they demonstrate that the national fervor has not 

died down. Nationalism via war-making as religio is as relevant now as ever.  

More interesting is the application of Cavanaugh’s thesis with regard to relatively 

low-capacity states under the supervision of international bodies like the United Nations 

and Organization of American States. These states generally avoid stirring up inter-state 

conflict because, aside from the ill-effects of war, international bodies would respond 

both militarily and economically against aggressors. Instead, violence turns in upon 

states’ own citizens, as they find an interior threat. During the Cold War, the threat was 

often an “incursion” of communist ideology, and thus we see “dirty wars” conducted 

across Latin America. In Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, bureaucratic authoritarian regimes 

used torture and disappearance to remove threats to (what their military leaders 

considered to be) national identity, and tried to maintain national identities as people 

were forced to join the side of power or fall prey to it. In Central America, civil wars 

began on all sides, and tactics of repression became the key to stopping the spread of 

communism. In the late twentieth century, states went to war to create and keep national 

identities, violence being the binding force and the deciding force.   
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Cavanaugh’s collection of articles and essays in Migrations of the Holy addresses 

the migration of allegiances from intermediate organizations, such as guilds, in the 

Middle Ages, to the modern state in similar terms to the first chapter of Theopolitical 

Imagination. The first chapter, “‘Killing for the Telephone Company’: Why the Nation-

State is not the Keeper of the Common Good,” follows up the argument against the 

spiritualization of the Church with respect to state in Torture and Eucharist and 

emphasizes the role of violence in the modern state as an indicator of allegiance. He 

argues that the nation-state, like a telephone company, is large, bureaucratic, and never 

provides goods worth the cost.
241

 Cavanaugh examines the rise of the nation-state to 

demonstrate that 1) the state is “a rather recent and artificial invention,” 2) it “gives rise 

to society, and not vice-versa,” and 3) it is “not one limited part of society, but has rather 

expanded and fused with society.”
242

 Cavanaugh continues his crusade against an 

idealized social contract theory, particularly as he addresses 2) and 3), which we shall 

consider here. Examining the positions of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, Cavanaugh 

finds isolation and atomization at the center of each project. Each creates a new sort of 

individual, encompassed by his own goals and made to be part of the liberal project. Both 

authors, in their statecraft, reduce a complex space to a simple space, rejecting a plurality 

of associations. Law is defined by will and sovereignty is created, defined over physical 

area. Hobbes unites men, who cannot trust one another, through a common fear of death. 

Each individual is overtaken by the irresistible will of the state, and those individuals are 

“liberated” to seek their own goals through the Leviathan, being dependent only on the 
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sovereign. Furthermore, Locke subordinates the Church and social groups by creating 

society for discussion of and in pursuit of outward goods (life, liberty, health, and so on). 

The dual poles of the state and the individual exist to protect the person and possession of 

the individual and to pursue one’s own ends, respectively. The state is the arbiter of 

society and the market, and individual rights come before those of the community.
243

 In 

his historical exploration of smaller community organizations, such as professional 

guilds, which were soon subsumed by the state, Cavanaugh addresses Charles Tilly. He 

affirms historically, and critiques ethically, the use of war to consolidate state power, as 

well as the “enervation of intermediate associations,” and the “symbiosis of state and 

corporation.”
244

  

When the state becomes the central point around which atomized individuals are 

united, it can become an idol. The “Migrations of the Holy” to which the title of the book 

refers are the migrations of worship from God to the state. While we maintain that God is 

our God, we easily become involved in the gestures of a community that places the 

ultimate priority on the state. Cavanaugh, drawing from the work of several scholars in 

the field, mentions the particular parallel between the state and the Church as they 

confront death. The state becomes the arbiter of what is “sacrifice” by looking back to the 

events of war and assigning a particular dignity and purpose to those events. Soldiers, 

fallen in war, are honored in elaborate ceremonies where the movements of the event, 

standing, saying the pledge, removing hats, placing hands on hearts, act as liturgy. 

Nonetheless, almost no one in the United States would actually be willing to call the flag 
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a sacred object. Rather, we retain enough religious ties to refuse to classify the images of 

our national identity as religious icons. Cavanaugh finally says to the reader that he 

should put his money where his mouth is, or, more accurately, his force and life where 

his allegiance is. 

“Everyone acknowledges verbally that the nation and the flag are not really gods, 

but the crucial test is what people do with their bodies, both in liturgy and in war. 

It is clear that, among those who identify themselves as Christians in the United 

States and other countries, there are very few who would be willing to kill in the 

name of the Christian God, whereas the willingness, under certain circumstances, 

to kill and die for the nation in war is generally taken for granted.”
245

 

 

Cavanaugh, being from the United States, takes it as his main example, but the idea 

applies to most modern nation-states. The state demands allegiance and few are willing to 

deny it, or even consider what the grounds for denial might be.  

 In Field Hospital, Cavanaugh reintroduces a theme from one of his earlier works, 

The Myth of Religious Violence, in which he argues that religion is not in some way more 

inclined to lead to violence than any other supposedly-secular concept. Much of the myth 

of the rise of the nation-state in the West depends upon the idea that religious violence 

was the cause of war because people were fervently attached to their religious beliefs. 

Cavanaugh would suggest that war was politically useful for statecraft. In the chapter 

entitled “Secularization, Violence, and Idolatry,” he suggests that we can better 

understand our tendency to violence by considering a functionalist definition of religion 

and applying the biblical critique of idolatry. Functionalists would define a religion by 

what it does, how it impacts people’s lives, rather than by the ideas that the religion 

holds. This means that a utopian ideology like Marxism would fit the functionalist 

definition of religion, while it might not be captured by the original definition. By 
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considering religion in this way, Cavanaugh takes away the impact of the argument that 

religion leads to war, because it then becomes the obvious argument that we go to war 

when we care about something deeply. We can consider more objectively what is 

important to a person under functionalist terms, as we can consider how certain ideas 

impact their actions. If one prioritizes religion, he will probably attend church regularly, 

while if one prioritizes his job, he may spend hours bowed before his keyboard writing 

expense reports. 

 Cavanaugh links the functionalist definition of worship to the biblical critique of 

idolatry. He cites scholars Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, who believe that the 

Old Testament critique of idolatry is not linked to ignorance, but rather to what 

Cavanaugh calls “betrayal.” With our presumed natural inclination to worship, the 

problem is not that we have become confused. We still know to Whom we owe our 

allegiance, hence our refusal to call our flag a sacred object. Rather “[w]hat constitutes 

idolatry is usually… the attitude of loyalty that people adopt toward created realities.”
246

 

Idolatry has to do with what we depend upon and place confidence in. One of the biggest 

culprits on this front is the state. Isaiah 31:1 reads “Woe to those going down to Egypt for 

help, who put their trust in horses, who rely on the quantity of chariots, and on the great 

strength of cavalrymen, but do not look to the Holy One of Israel.”
247

This early reproof 

of reliance on state power was not the end.  

“The divine right of kings, the transfer of sovereignty to the modern state, the 

glorification of the nation, the reliance on military might, the threat to destroy the 

world through nuclear weapons to ensure one’s own survival—all of these and 

more make putting one’s trust in horses look positively meek,”  
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writes Cavanaugh.
248

 So, oftentimes, though not always, our willingness to support 

violence can be idolatrous. Cavanaugh is careful to note that “[m]ost forms of idolatry… 

are on a continuum of more or less.”
249

 When we rely upon the power of the nation for 

security, we can easily fall into idolatry that is demonstrated by our actions on behalf of 

the state. 

 Under the Pinochet government, the country was bound together by nationalism, 

or perhaps personalism. In either case, the central figure of the government, General 

Pinochet, became the symbol of Chile and a centerpiece for Chilean allegiance. In the 

introduction to Pinochet’s book, Pinochet: Patria y democracia, a compilation of 

Pinochet’s words, Andres Bello writes about Pinochet’s commitment to save Chile from 

the democracy being used “to betray (traicionar) the country.”
250

 According to Bello, 

Pinochet loves Chile, which he knows “like no other Chilean,” and, in a sentence 

disturbingly biblical, he adds, “No one loves what he does not know.”
251

 Still, Pinochet 

describes the nationalism his government promotes as a “sane nationalism,” saying,  

“Defining ourselves as nationalists, it is not our intention to situate ourselves in a 

position of superiority with respect to other states, but to underline that we 

legitimately possess a different nature, that we are a nation with our own 

characteristics, which translates into a homogenous mode of being, historically, 

ethnically, and culturally.”
252
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 One finds that Pinochet’s nationalism is not aggressive, nor expansionist; however, it 

does expect a certain unity from the Chilean people. Pinochet believes that the way to 

“make Chile great” is to “keep moving forward,” “not waiting for someone from outside 

to come help us or to come give us ideas.”
253

 He encourages commitment to the patria. 

He commends the “real Chileans,” while in contrast, he said in a1983 speech, “there are 

other Chileans that go sell us out to foreigners, with lies, like one who went before the 

Congress of the United State to sell us, about human rights… possibly, receiving money.” 

These people “don’t have the right to call themselves Chileans,” he continues.
254

 The 

Chilean identity is an identity of protection. When the state believes that you are loyal, 

that you are one of the ‘real Chileans,’ you are safe from its violence, from the process 

Pinochet would have seen as protective. Pinochet and his regime believed they had the 

right to define and enforce the Chilean identity and nationalism was the tool to maintain 

public support for their governance.  

 Cavanaugh retells the story of the rise of the modern state in a way that should 

make Christians uncomfortable, because it exposes the unspoken migration of our 

worship from Creator to creation, from our Maker to the arbiter of the social contract we 

have (at least supposedly) made. The modern narrative is one of individualism that makes 

the state the primary venue for identity, acting as a vacuum for all other associations. 

Through its own liturgies of power, the state creates a narrative in which we are invited 

(or coerced) to participate, both in body and mind. Ultimately, we see our allegiance 
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through our willingness to kill and die for the state, while our allegiance to Christ often 

remains theoretical and purely “spiritual.” 

 

II. Rending and Binding in the Church: Repentance and Eucharist 

 

Repenting for Violence: Recognizing a New Allegiance 

 

While the state may orient one’s life, the Church represents, in theory, if not in 

practice, the legitimate institution through which Christians should seek meaning and 

belonging. Having described an anti-liturgy of the state, torture, which dissolves all 

competing intermediate associations, and the state’s binding mechanism, nationalism, we 

now move our focus to the role of the Church. First, we will discuss the rending required 

of the Church, that is, repentance for state idolatry. Next, we will consider the unifying 

impact of the Eucharist on the Body of Christ.  

In the previous section, we discussed Cavanaugh’s argument against state 

violence as a way of unifying allegiance to the state, requiring allegiance unto death or 

violence. In this section, we will discuss possible responses to state violence that help the 

Church sever its ties to the state. One response is the penitence of Dorothy Day and the 

Catholic Worker movement, which stems from a conception of the Mystical Body as 

inclusive, actually or potentially, of all creation, and therefore recognizes the 

commutability of guilt.  

In the introduction to Theopolitical Imagination, Cavanaugh writes, “At the 

Eucharist we are fellow-citizens not merely of other currently living Americans or 

Germans or Britons but of those in heaven who have gone before us and toward whom 

we now strain forward (Phil. 3.13). In [an] eschatological view we must regard all human 

beings, Christians and non-Christians alike, as at least potential members of the body of 
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Christ.”
255

 This understanding of the Mystical Body of Christ is, in essence, that of 

Dorothy Day. She maintained an unwavering commitment to pacifism, even throughout 

World War II, and was a troubling figure to much of the Catholic Church, which saw the 

movement as perfectionist, as aiming towards good ideals, but beyond the grasp of the 

average believer.
256

 

By exploring Day’s pacifism, Cavanaugh draws out the communicability of guilt 

and the need for repentance in and across the Mystical Body.
257

 One of the characteristics 

that makes torture a powerful anti-liturgy is its use of incommunicable pain. It shrinks the 

world around its victim and prevents others from communing with the sufferer. Day 

believed that the Mystical Body included all of humanity, and, therefore, “to go to war 

was as unthinkable in this conception as the hands of a human body taking a saw and 

cutting off its feet.”
258

  It is thus also the case that  

“just as all people share one love within this body, by the same token all share the 

same guilt. The mystical force that binds all people to one another binds our fates 

together in such a way that no one is free of responsibility for the sin that keeps 

the body from being what it is called to be.”
259

 

 

 All Christians are called to live like Christ. To say some cannot or are not is false. In this 

space of shared responsibility stands the Church and the Mystical Body that encompasses 

the whole world.  
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Day was concerned that the Mystical Body recognize and respond to its sin, as 

that sin was both committed by and towards itself. No one was without guilt, and no one 

ought to cast blame. Cavanaugh cites Day’s responses to both the Spanish Civil War and 

the 31
st
 anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima. Regarding the first, she wrote, “Christ 

offered His death for the sins of the world. So we offer our voluntary and involuntary 

pains and sufferings for the sins of the world, my own and others.”
260

 In response to the 

anniversary of Hiroshima, Day begged the Eucharistic Congress for “the military Mass 

and all Masses that day to be ‘an act of penance, begging God to forgive us.’”
261

 Day was 

committed to penance for the sin of the world, which was her own sin and was sin against 

her. Being bound together in the Mystical Body, Day makes all responsible to repent and 

make right what was wrong. 

 Perhaps some will be skeptical of the call for the repentance for and to all. In this 

case, we might look to the early church and to Augustine, where we find that Day’s 

perspective, though pacifistic, resonates. While Day commends penance for the sins of an 

unjust war, the early Church required penance for soldiers after participation in war, even 

in those wars that were believed to be just. Right intention, as conceived of by the Church 

fathers as early as St. Augustine, required the soldier’s actions to be motivated by love 

and by the desire to restore his enemy to justice.
262

 In Boethius’ Consolation of 

Philosophy, he addresses the issue of punishment in a similar way. We punish evildoers 

because in doing so we bring them closer to the good, and turn them from evil, which is 
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an absence of being.
263

 Augustine believes that even warfare can be driven by love, 

because the object of a just war is, of course, justice, not revenge or selfish gain. Dorothy 

Day would respond that, nonetheless, “we are not good enough to use violence 

rightly.”
264

 She admits what many readers suspect on reading Augustine, that it is too 

difficult to perform these actions without buying into the natural paths of evil that 

accompany them. Day believes that all killing is wrong and requires repentance, but even 

if one is not willing to accept her conception of the Mystical Body or her call to pacifism, 

if we take seriously the traditions of the Church, or even the importance of right 

intention, there is ample reason to confess and repent of our participation in and support 

of violence. 

 Day’s conception of the Mystical Body requires of the Church penance for its 

violence against others and against itself. In the previous section, Cavanaugh linked our 

violence to idolatry. This idolatry, whether or not it be the root of our violence, also 

requires repentance. If we are “responsible to all men and for all,” we must repent for all 

sin and be changed.
265

 For those who are hesitant to admit Day’s definition of the 

Mystical Body, it is still the case that the early church commends to us greater practices 

of penance for those who have participated in war, just or unjust. Being in the world and 

part of the body of the state, we are a part of the body that has produced violence. 

Consequently, we must sever our allegiance to idols, including that of the nation-state, 

and repent for our violence. 
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 In the Chilean context, Day’s conception is almost unnerving. We would not 

hesitate to commend to confessing Christians who became the “priests” of the regime, 

torturing victims, that they must repent, but Day asks something more of us. This would 

require not only torturers, but also victims and bystanders, both near and far, Chilean and 

foreign, to repent of the sins of the regime. Is this a step we are willing to consider? This 

might be where Day’s recognition that not everyone will embrace a life of peace, that we 

cannot know what we would do in another’s situation, comes into play. Cavanaugh 

published this chapter on Day over fifteen years after the publication of Torture and 

Eucharist, where he made brief mention of Day’s theology of the Mystical Body. Perhaps 

we will never see what it looks like for an entire society to repent, but that may be the 

crucial step to healing.  

 One of the struggles of the Chilean church was the inability to agree upon the use 

of excommunication. Cavanaugh cites the reluctance of some bishops to consider the 

excommunication of Pinochet because of the belief that the Church ought not to stand 

against the state, but was meant to be a uniting force across political and ecclesial bodies, 

“that church and state must stand together to ensure the unity of rich and poor in one 

organic unity called Chile.”
266

 Cavanaugh stands opposed to this ecclesiology. “Barring 

reconciliation, the Eucharist demands judgment,” writes Cavanaugh. In this vein, 

allegiance to state violence that tears apart the body of Christ should not be accepted. The 

unity of the body cannot mean turning a blind eye to sin in the name of unity, as some 

well-meaning Chilean bishops would have had it. Cavanaugh and Day call the whole 

body to repent of sin against the body, actual and yet unrealized. We do not want to fall 
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into the trap of ‘victim-blaming’ when we include torturer and tortured in the repenting 

body; however, through the Mystical Body, viewed in this way, we are asked to 

recognize that the sins of all work in one body, that the healing of all must come from 

one body. When the body, united, falls to its knees in repentance, we act as the redeemed 

Church, prepared to admit the guilt of all that all might be cleansed and turn to sin no 

more. Allegiance to the Chilean state, and to any state, that takes precedence over the 

allegiance to and practice of the Church, must be severed, that the body of Christ might 

be healed in Eucharistic practice.   

  

Eucharistic Healing: Bound by the Body 

 

 The true liturgy of the Eucharist, and its reflection in a “Eucharistic ‘counter-

politics’” is the centerpiece of Cavanaugh’s response to state violence.
267

 Bodies scripted 

into the drama of state power are recast into worship of the true God through the 

Eucharist, as it creates an alternative social body. Through community of the Church, the 

body is united across space and time. The body is one of communicability, centered 

around suffering, that is redemptive and recognizable. Instead of dividing the world, the 

Eucharist binds the Church together in worship and in sacrifice. 

 The effectiveness of the Eucharist draws from a correct conception of both the 

Church and the sacrament. Cavanaugh approaches the Church in the historical context of 

the twentieth century by addressing the Corpus Mysticum, the mystical body of Christ, 

which came to be considered as the people of the Church, the souls of believers by the 

spiritual communion under Christ’s headship. Cavanaugh returns to the historical 

conception of the body of Christ to illuminate the understanding of the church. He 
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delineates the Patristic and medieval conceptions of the body of Christ into “(1) the 

historical body, meaning the physical body of Jesus of Nazareth, (2) the sacramental 

body, or Christ as present in the Eucharistic elements, and (3) the ecclesial body, that is, 

the church.”
268

 The change from the association of the corpus mysticum with the 

sacramental body (corpus verum originally referred to the Church) to its association with 

the Church happened around the 12
th

 century. In the original understanding, “[t]he 

Eucharist and the church, both of which are understood by the term communio, are 

together the contemporary performance of the historical body.”
269

 Now, we associate the 

historical and sacramental bodies, Jesus’ body of flesh and the Eucharist, with one 

another, and consider the Church to be the corpus mysticum.
270

 By once again associating 

the bread and wine of the Eucharist with the body of believers joined in by communion, 

we can recognize again the way in which taking communion together designates the 

community of saints and makes the body of Christ, the Church, visible on earth.  

 Informed by an understanding of the Church as performance, Cavanaugh’s work 

is an attempt to give the Church authority in the physical world again. Cavanaugh’s 

assessment of the case in Chile draws attention to the debilitation of the Church from 

power over the bodies of its members. Through in-depth study of the Church’s reaction to 

the regime change in Chile, particularly the use of torture, it becomes clear that 

Maritainian conception of Church-State relations seriously inhibited the strength of the 

Church.  Recall that Cavanaugh diagnoses the Chilean church as having come to see 
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itself as the soul of the nation, while the State was the body. In this way, the church gave 

up its authority over the bodies of its members. Ultimately, this led to their conversion 

into pawns of state power and elements in the anti-liturgy of the state.  

 Recognizing the historical connection between the sacramental and ecclesial 

body, Cavanaugh presents the Eucharist as the response to the state’s alternative liturgy. 

In the Eucharist the Church becomes present in the temporal world, united across time 

and space, and reconciled to God. It rejects the victimization of the state by making 

victims into martyrs. Cavanaugh demonstrates this conception of the Eucharist primarily 

in the final two chapters of Torture and Eucharist, however the conversation also extends 

into Theopolitical Imagination. Though Theopolitical Imagination responds more 

generally to the prioritization of the state, particularly in the economic arena, over the 

Church, the conception of the political and temporal power of the Eucharist builds off of 

the conception in Torture and Eucharist. The work further elaborates the unification of 

the Eucharist and uses particular examples of Eucharistic practice.  

 We will begin by examining the power reckoned to Eucharist in Torture and 

Eucharist, before elaborating the argument with considerations from Theopolitical 

Imagination. Warning against making the Church merely “mystical,” Cavanaugh focuses 

on the unifying power of the Eucharist for the Church. Historically, the active 

participation of the laity in the Mass declined over the centuries, thus “laypeople were 

increasingly left to silent contemplation of the awesome spectacle, and this corresponded 

with a diminishing of the communal nature of the Eucharist and an individualizing of 

Eucharistic piety.”
271

 By fighting this conception of the Eucharist and encouraging the 
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edification of the Church, Cavanaugh intends to bind the body across both time and 

space, particularly by reconsidering the eschatology implied in the Eucharist.  

 If the Eucharist is intended to be the future Kingdom of God breaking into time, it 

has a definite eschatological significance. Unfortunately, that significance has been 

diminished by the modern nation-state’s conception of time. While the medieval sense of 

time assumed that the end-times were ever-present, the modern state relies upon a 

nationalism that posited everlasting continuation.
272

 Cavanaugh finds this to be 

problematic and incompatible with the Christian conception, because Christianity implies 

an end, and, in fact, posits that the Church lives in the realm of “already, but not yet.” 

The Eucharist makes Christ present in time, calling upon the “already” of His life, death, 

and resurrection. The “not yet” is the Second Coming, when the dead will rise to 

judgment by the living God. The modern Church has lost the anxious “not yet,” which 

was demonstrated in the Eucharist’s eschatological import, and was further connected 

with martyrdom (to which we will return in a moment).  

 The Eucharist unites the Church as the people of God through this eschatological 

importance. In it “the feast of the last day irrupts into earthly time, and the future breaks 

into the present,” as in Hebrews 12. 

“You have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly 

Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly 

(ekklesia) of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven, and to God the judge of all, 

and to the spirits of the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a 

new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood 

of Abel (Heb. 12:22-4)”
273
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This passage has the Church, as God’s people, gathered together, across both time and 

space. The body in which individuals participate is not the social body of the Church, but 

the body of Christ. “The Christian wanders among the earthly nations on the way to her 

eternal patria, the Kingdom of God.”
274

 Cavanaugh continues, “In the Eucharist the 

heavens are opened, and the church of all times and places is gathered around the 

altar.”
275

 The City of God, those who seek Him, anticipates unity with Him each time it 

partakes in the Lord’s Supper.  

Cavanaugh calls upon the conception of the Eucharist proposed by Jean-Luc 

Marion, a contemporary French postmodern philosopher, who, approaching the Eucharist 

eschatologically, “argues for the restoration of the more traditional designation of the 

sacramental body of the Eucharist as corpus mysticum and the ecclesiastical body as 

corpus verum.”
276

 “Eucharistic time is marked by charity, the gratuitous and disruptive 

presence of the Kingdom of God.”
277

 The Church, being bound together by the central 

events of Jesus’ death and resurrection meets in the Eucharist to experience the presence 

of God, both in response to God’s Kingdom, already begun, and the promise of the 

Second Coming.  

 The temporal gathering in the eschatological significance of the Eucharist is 

accompanied by the “re-membering” of the body of Christ. In sections of Torture and 

Eucharist entitled “Re-membering Christ” and “Making the Body Visible,” Cavanaugh 

sketches first the way in which the Eucharist helps the Church to become the sacrificial 
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body of Christ, then how the Eucharist as a discipline helps to make the Church a visible 

entity. Whereas torture was a state anti-liturgy to divide individuals from one another, the 

liturgy of the Eucharist reunites the corpus verum and, in making the body of the Church 

visible, it enables it to become a site of sacrifice, and therefore to recognize martyrdom, a 

status denied to the victims of torture.  

 In accordance with its conception of itself as the corpus verum, the medieval 

Church saw itself as the sacrifice, as the body of Christ. Augustine, posits Cavanaugh, 

“distinguishes true sacrifice from the false sacrifices of pagan Rome’s state religion.” 

Making this distinction, Augustine also notes that it is not God who benefits from 

receiving the Church as a sacrifice, but rather “it behooves us to become His 

possession.”
278

 Drawing largely upon medieval and ancient conceptions of the Eucharist, 

Cavanaugh notes that “failure to recognize Christ in the bread and wine was associated 

with failure to treat others as brothers and sisters in Christ.”
279

 By taking the Eucharist, 

one was intended to become “food for the world, to be broken, given away, and 

consumed.”
280

 By becoming the sacrament of which it partakes, the Church becomes the 

site of martyrdom, and allows its members to witness to the end of victimization. The 

Church repents and becomes the sacrifice with Christ. Alongside this conception of the 

sacrament, Cavanaugh is careful to avoid the mistake of identifying the earthly Church 

with the heavenly. Nonetheless, the “re-membering” of the Church is part of the process 

by which the “church is always mandated to become in time what it already is eternally in 
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God’s eyes.”
281

 A body has limits and a physical presence; in the Eucharist, the Church 

recognizes a body of believers, and thereby excludes what is not of the kingdom. 

Boundaries denote the form of the Church so that it can stand in contrast to the world.  

Cavanaugh also takes into account the work of Orthodox theologian John 

Zizioulas. In Zizioulas’ view, “history is the insistence that being is temporally prior to 

communion; I exist in my own right before I enter into relationship with others,” but 

“[i]n the eschatological imagination of the Eucharist… we first have our being in 

communion as a member of Christ. Individuality is radically overcome by the 

eternal priority of Christ;… The Eucharist makes present simultaneously our past 

and our future destiny in communion by incorporating us into the body of 

Christ.”
282

  

 

Thus, in history, people are conceived of first as individuals; however, eschatologically 

conceived, the individual is first considered in communion with the body of Christ. The 

eschatological conception of the Eucharist makes it a communicative act, and therefore 

counteracts the atomization of society, as conceived of by the state. 

 Being bound together by the Eucharist, the members of the body of Christ cannot 

be at war with one another, but rather must be reconciled to one another. The 

reconciliation described in the section “Making the Body Visible” is promoted by the 

disciplines of the Church, one of which is the Eucharistic discipline itself. Cavanaugh 

argues “that the church’s discipline can only be realized as a Eucharistic discipline, and it 

must therefore assume a conformity to Christ, and therefore an assimilation to Christ’s 

self-sacrifice.”
283

 The Eucharist is the Love Feast of the saints with the Son. It is the 
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center of Church activity. It both creates and requires unity, because it requires a 

judgment and the reconciliation of the body.  

 The Eucharistic practice is most effective when it has definite boundaries. 

Individuals are sometimes excommunicated, because it is a meal of both judgment and 

reconciliation. Conceived eschatologically, the Eucharist asks for the return of the Judge 

to His people. In doing so, it asks that the world be made right. As it asks for Christ to 

return to His bride, the Church, to the friends of God, and thus judge the world, the 

Eucharist is an active communion. Cavanaugh draws his readers’ attention to 1 

Corinthians, where Paul warns the Corinthians that taking the Eucharist unworthily has 

brought sickness and death to them, thus the Eucharist is a discipline through which God 

disciplines the Church.
284

 One was to take the Eucharist in a worthy manner, because 

otherwise it could bring harm, even physical harm, to the one who took unworthily. The 

judgment, therefore, is both eschatological and present.  

 The Eucharist was also meant to bring the reconciliation of the body. Historically, 

the Church had called individuals to be reconciled to one another before the Eucharist, as 

Jesus had called them to be before giving sacrifices (Mt. 5:23-6). “Blessed are the 

peacemakers” ought to be a statement of the Church, meaning that brothers and sisters in 

Christ ought to be at peace with one another. Reconciliation helps the Church to live out 

its calling in the world and to be a body of peacemakers. Consuming the body and blood, 

as a symbol or as real presence, we are drawn together by the friend and Lord who is 

beloved by the Church, remembering His sacrifice and awaiting our reunion with Him.  
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 The capacity of the Eucharist for both judgment and reconciliation is served by 

excommunication in Cavanaugh’s outline of the practice. Excommunication was used to 

represent a separation that was already present in the body. It judged a communicant’s 

activity to be unacceptable because it was threatening to the purity of the body of the 

Church. The subsequent excommunication was simply the bishop making evident what 

had already occurred in the body by way of the sin that made the violator separate from 

the community. It was intended to begin the process of reconciliation because the 

excommunicated person was then aware of the sin and could respond and be reconciled 

to the Church. Furthermore, it was an act of mercy to prevent the person from taking the 

Eucharist when they ought not to take it, since it could be harmful to that person. Noting 

that excommunication has historically been used for only ecclesiological offenses, 

Cavanaugh argues “that the use of excommunication should not be extended, but rather 

limited to those sins which threaten the very visibility of the body of Christ.”
285

 He 

recognizes that some might be wary of using excommunication because it “can be seen 

primarily in terms of defending episcopal prerogatives instead of defending communion 

on behalf of the church as a whole,” however he believes that “the church cannot simply 

deny the importance of judgment without denying the position of the Eucharist as the 

source of the church’s unity.”
286

 If it is to be a sign to the world, the Eucharist should be 

given to those who are one with the body and reconciled to their brothers. 

 Cavanaugh’s case for the importance of excommunication stems from his desire 

to reimagine a visible Church. Instead of the “mystical body” that removes the Church 
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from the world, he fights for a Church that can be impactful in the face of the reality of a 

violent, broken world. Excommunication also addresses the problem that the Church and 

the world are frequently indistinguishable. It can respond to the situations we see in both 

Chile and El Salvador. In both cases, torturers and military leaders ordering violence 

were taking the Eucharist alongside the people who lived in fear of torture. Cavanaugh 

wants to use excommunication to create a boundary around the Church and to declare the 

evil of these activities. Clearly the torturer and his victim, the military leader and his 

targets at the UCA, are not reconciled, and yet many times they share in (what ought to 

be) communion. Excommunication could place a boundary around the Church, refusing 

to claim as one body those who attack the body itself. Through the Eucharistic practice 

and the use of excommunication, the Church is united as the body and looks forward to 

both future judgment and reconciliation, meaning it ought to respond to the disintegration 

caused by the use of torture.  

  Cavanaugh’s final chapters illustrate a Eucharistic counter-politics, which relies 

in many ways on the idea of liturgy, of becoming, through actions, one body. 

Theopolitical Imagination strikes upon the importance of liturgy by hearkening to the 

Thomist conception of religion as virtue, needing to be practiced and learned, and the 

Augustinian belief that the Eucharist is the real res publica, which “offers true sacrifice to 

God and makes the Church into Christ’s body.”
287

 The argument engages that of Torture 

and Eucharist, using a broader brush to apply the discipline of the Church to resist the 

project of the state, which he characterizes as having the tendency to try to take the place 

of savior.  
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 In Theopolitical Imagination, Cavanaugh further emphasizes the Eucharist as 

practice in time. Above, we considered the importance of the Eucharist as an 

eschatological discipline, situated in time as an anticipation of a future telos. Cavanaugh 

draws from Michel de Certeau, who contrasts “place” and “space.” Place is made up by 

the particular boundaries of an area, while space involves time, “such that different 

spaces are created by the ensemble of movements and actions on them. Space is produced 

by people performing operations on places, using things in different ways for different 

ends.”
288

 When the Church enacts its disciplines, it becomes an active witness to the 

world by creating a new space. Certeau’s conception of space allows us to recapture the 

importance of practices lived out on itineraries, rather than through maps. The itinerary, 

as used by religious pilgrims, would use time to direct a journey, rather than places.
289

 

The city of God and the city of man may exist on the same physical plane, but they 

conceive of time and of their ends differently. The Eucharist, particularly when 

eschatologically oriented, is a vital practice in which the Church transforms space. In the 

Thomist view, one must habituate virtue. The Eucharist is liturgy that makes a body by 

requiring movements, and habituating communion with one and one another. It reminds 

Christians both of their itinerary’s destination and of their traveling companions. 

Practices of the Church witness to the world by habituating virtue in repeated practice, as 

the Church does most formally in the Eucharist.  

 As globalization claims to be making the world more unified, Cavanaugh posits 

that this is not the case. Rather, the Eucharist is the site of the ultimate gathering of 
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humanity, of “the world in a wafer.”
290

 It is in the Eucharist that the discipline of the 

Church is lived out and that the body is truly “catholic,” meaning not just universal, but 

“suggest[ing] the idea of an organic whole,… of a reality which is not scattered but, on 

the contrary, turned toward a center which assures its unity, whatever the expanse in area 

or the internal differentiation might be.”
291

 The Church is drawn together at each point 

where the Eucharist is taken, as in each local assembly the “not part but the whole Body 

of Christ is present.”
292

 Thus, local bodies act as a part of the broader Church and are 

united with the body through the wine and bread. Moving through time and reuniting the 

body in a new “itinerary,” the Eucharist creates the narrative in which the Body of Christ 

acts in contrast to the narrative of the state. The final example Cavanaugh provides of this 

narrative is the funeral Mass given by Oscar Romero after the death of Rutilio Grande, 

the priest who was assassinated in El Salvador in 1979. Romero gave only one Mass at 

the Archdiocese on the Sunday after Grande’s death so that all communicants, both rich 

and poor, military and campesino, would be together to take the Eucharist.
293

 

Communion is a place for all followers of Christ to come together and be reconciled to 

one another.  

  In Torture and Eucharist and Theopolitical Imagination we have seen the way in 

which liturgy responds to the state by re-membering the Body of Christ in both time and 

place, and replacing the narrative of separation and atomization with the Eucharistic 
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narrative of reconciliation and the return of Christ. In Migrations of the Holy and Field 

Hospital, Cavanaugh places less emphasis on the place of liturgy in response to the state 

without overlooking it. His early works emphasize the power of the Eucharist, 

expounding its meaning in the Church historically. However, the historically understood 

meaning is not what most churchgoers would currently understand the Eucharist to mean. 

His understanding is empowering, but it seems to require that the whole Church, each 

member, understand the meaning of the Eucharist. The Eucharist is effective in itself 

because it is the body of Christ, but it is also made effective by the Church fittingly 

sharing in the meal. Without a proper understanding of the Eucharist, it does not present 

the contours of the Church. For this reason, Cavanaugh emphasizes the importance of 

excommunication, as it helps to place a boundary around the body. Nonetheless, without 

the proper education of those partaking of the sacraments and the proper strictness of the 

priests and bishops administering the sacraments, his conception seems to lack some 

efficacy. 

 In Migrations of the Holy, the chapter “Liturgies of Church and State,” argues that 

states have liturgies that are not purely “secular,” while religious liturgies are not purely 

“sacred.”
294

 To briefly recount the argument, Cavanaugh claims that the state has created 

its own liturgies, nationalistic motions that help us to imagine a larger social body among 

otherwise anonymous individuals. This is a symptom of the idolatry we have been tracing 

thus far.  

 Christian liturgy is not simply “sacred,” but embraces all of creation. In 

Cavanaugh’s early works, the Eucharist seems to be an act simply embodied in the 
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Church as a way of bringing the Body into greater communion. In this chapter, 

Cavanaugh emphasizes that “To participate in the liturgy is to bless God as God blessed 

all of material creation, to respond to God’s blessing by blessing God.”
295

 The world is a 

graced world, and “what remains when humans attempt to clear a space of God’s 

presence is not a disenchanted world but a world full of idols.”
296

 We are left to choose 

between liturgies, both sacred and secular, as creatures created to worship. The Christian 

liturgy maintains the primary place among those liturgies. It still represents the privileged 

channel for God’s grace to be shown to the world, as it “facilitates the very presence of 

God, who is absolutely other than creation.”
297

 The Church “remembers [the world] to 

God,” and “offers it to God in the hope that God will transform it and we will partake in 

the world to come.”
298

 The liturgy, and particularly the Eucharist, offers itself in contrast 

to the liturgies of the state by being present in the world and rewriting the roles of its 

members into the graced narrative of the Church.  

 In his most recent book, Field Hospital, Cavanaugh introduces the Church as the 

field hospital to the world, providing a witness and healing against the world’s violence, 

as well as its economic and political norms. The sacraments and liturgy are less persistent 

themes, though, in his typical style, he does draw upon the daily actions of the life of the 

Church. The Eucharist makes its strongest appearance in the first chapter, “Are 

Corporations People? The Corporate Form and the Body of Christ.” In it, he expounds 

much of what we have already discussed regarding the power of the Eucharist to embody 
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the Church. He the argues that it is important to account for the existence of social 

bodies, but that the Church is a social body that was intended as “a challenge to existing 

social, economic, and political stratification” in its original Greek context, which had 

such separation between social groups.
299

 The Church is re-membered in the Eucharist 

and then called to stand apart by being a place of radical unity.  

 For Cavanaugh, “liturgy” is a packed term. In its own liturgy, the state can torture 

its citizens, it can demand violence and death, or it can produce demonstrations of 

patriotic devotion. In its true liturgy, the Church can unite individuals in an 

eschatological story, across time and space, bringing them into the Kingdom of both 

judgment and reconciliation, already come and yet to come. The Eucharist is a particular 

outpouring of grace to the Church, creating a corporate body that witnesses to God’s 

Kingdom before the world. By enacting a narrative of judgment and reconciliation, 

looking forward to the return of Christ, the Eucharist provides an alternative to every 

narrative of the state, as it scatters humanity through torture and demands allegiance. 

 Our quest has been to apply questions about the state in a Latin American context, 

so we shall end by returning to the Chilean context. In Chile, the Eucharist had the 

potential to be efficacious against the division created through the use of torture. There 

was initially minimal use of excommunication, and thus the boundaries of the true 

communion of the Church were unclear. This was somewhat incapacitating for the 

Church. However, after seven years, seven bishops excommunicated torturers based upon 

a declaration of excommunication from the bishops of Linares and Talca.
300

 Though the 
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declaration did not cite specific individuals, by condemning the torturers, those who did 

not stop torture when in power to do so, and those who ordered torture, the declaration 

did cause some to come forward. The military junta that took control of Chile was made 

up primarily of Catholic men, many who actively and openly participated in the life of 

the Church, including Pinochet himself. While he may not have responded to the 

declaration and the bishop of his diocese did not refuse him the Eucharist, what 

Cavanaugh learned in an interview with Bishop Carlos González is a profound reminder 

of the importance of Eucharistic practice.  

“I asked what General Pinochet would have to do to be excommunicated. ‘He is 

excommunicated!’ the Bishop replies. He is? ‘Yes, yes. If he gave orders to 

torture, you saw the decree… if Pinochet is the intellectual author, he is 

excommunicated. If he is not, he is not excommunicated.’”
301

  

 

Excommunication is not only enacted when the person recognizes his excommunication, 

but is the sign of a separation in the body that has already been enacted by the one who 

threatens the unity of the body. Nonetheless, “The General,” and therefore also others, 

“might not know for certain if the decree applies to him without a community to help him 

discern. And he will be unable to achieve true conversion and reconciliation without the 

support of the church community.”
302

 In the Eucharist, the Church’s practice defines it as 

the Church. The community becomes impactful when its practices distinguish its 

members, and therefore define its non-members.  
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 The Chilean church also initiated several other forms of “Eucharistic ‘counter-

politics,’” which are projects that embody the elements of the Eucharist through other 

means.
303

 The movements Cavanaugh primarily considers are the Committee of 

Cooperation for Peace in Chile (COPACHI), which would be proceeded by the Vicaría 

de Solidaridad, and the Sebastián Acevedo Movement Against Torture. COPACHI was 

designed in the immediate wake of the coup to provide legal help, filing writs of habeas 

corpus for missing persons that were almost always rejected, as well as “medical 

assistance, job training, soup kitchens, buying cooperatives, assistance to unions,” and 

other services.
304

 As the regime outlawed many forms of civil society, COPACHI 

provided spaces and practices in which the Church could come together. Unfortunately, 

General Pinochet did not allow COPACHI to remain for long under the regime. In 1976, 

the Vicaría de Solidaridad was founded, safely under the auspices of the Catholic 

Church, under Cardinal Silva.
305

 With many of the same functions as the COPACHI, the 

Vicaría became a fount of information for the Church despite the repression of the 

regime, much as the UCA’s bulletins were in El Salvador.
306

  

Cavanaugh demonstrates that as an alternate community to the state, the Vicaría 

united Chileans against regime repression, opening up spaces for voices that were not 

controlled by the state. He emphasizes the importance of the Vicaría as a place where 
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community was created through education that helped Chileans to stand in and 

understand solidaridad, solidarity, against the regime’s atomization.
307

 For Cavanaugh,  

“[t]he work of the Vicaría is Eucharistic because it is not just any body the church 

realizes, but the body of Christ. Christ’s true body is enacted here by the 

incarnation of the church in the bodies of the poor. The true body of Christ is the 

suffering body, the destitute body, the body which is tortured and sacrificed. The 

church is the body of Christ because it performs an anamnesis
308

 of Christ’s 

sacrifice, suffering in its own flesh the afflictions taken on by Christ. In the 

church’s communities of solidarity, the poor are fed by Christ but, insofar as they 

become Christ’s body, they also become food for others. The Eucharist revels the 

true meaning of solidarity.”
309

 

 

We discussed earlier the power of the Eucharist to bind the body of Christ as it 

recognizes suffering. Here the body witnesses and responds to suffering both of its 

members and its potential members. This witness makes the Church present in the 

temporal world and mimics the healing practices of the Eucharist. 

  The second movement Cavanaugh emphasizes is the Sebastián Acevedo 

Movement Against Torture. Begun in September of 1983, the movement took on its 

name several months later, after Sebastián Acevedo received last rites and burned himself 

alive before the cross at Concepción cathedra, in response the regime’s kidnapping of his 

two children. His final words were “I want the CNI to return my children. Lord, forgive 

them, and forgive me too for this sacrifice.”
310

 After this act, the Movement Against 

Torture took on his name. The primary act of the Movement was one of unveiling. Where 

the regime profited from disappearance and invisibility, the Movement would bring their 
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actions to light, if only for a few minutes, as groups of priests, nuns, and the laity would 

meet at predetermined times and places to unfurl banners declaring the acts of the regime, 

for example “A MAN IS BEING TORTURED HERE.”
311

 They would pass out 

pamphlets, until the police often came and arrested members of the group before they 

could quickly disperse into the crowd.
312

 Cavanaugh presents the alternate liturgy 

because “[t]his type of street liturgy precisely reverses the anti-liturgy of torture in that it 

irrupts into and radically reconfigures the public places of the city which the regime has 

so carefully policed.”
313

 One spokesperson for the group said that it affirms a “new 

conception of society,” by which Cavanaugh says, “The future Kingdom of God is 

brought into the present to bring the world’s time under the rule of Divine Providence, 

and thus create spaces of resistance where bodies belong to God, not the state.”
314

 As the 

Eucharistic is an eschatological practice, pointing towards the coming fullness of the 

Reign of God, the revelation practiced by the Movement Against Torture shatters the 

time and place established by the regime and allows truth and solidarity to disturb veils of 

secrecy and separation. It reveals the “body…marked with future glory, for Christ has 

suffered in order to triumph over suffering and defeat the powers of death.”
315

  

Throughout Cavanaugh’s work, he does not cease to consider the Eucharist as an 

absolutely vital practice for the Church to maintain its witness to the world. However, in 
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his later works, he continues to expand his conception of the proper influence of the 

Church as a result of its Eucharistic fellowship. As his ideas regarding the state as an idol 

among idols developed, his works addressed the myriad ways in which the Church may 

live as a witness against violence and inhospitable modern economies. The Eucharist is a 

special channel of grace which would remain the centerpiece and background of 

fellowship and the Eucharistic counter-politics to combat state violence and idolatry. 

Practices like those of COPACHI, the Vicaría de Solidaridad, and the Sebastián Acevedo 

Movement Against Torture, are efficacious in much the same way as the Eucharist as 

they create communities, alternate social bodies, that reveal truth, meet needs, and 

recognize a future kingdom yet to be grasped. Though they were not always utilized, the 

Chilean Church had available to it the tools to place boundaries around the body of Christ 

and bring it into the world through alternate practices of the kingdom of God.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The Chilean church, the Chilean people, were subjected to tactics of terror and 

torture. Under General Pinochet, the Chilean identity was a national standard to which 

one was expected to subscribe. As Chileans were oppressed, beaten, probed with 

electrodes, lost friends and family members, or had them returned from clandestine 

detention centers, they felt the effects of the atomizing practices of state violence. In 

response, some Chileans were able to form a more meaningful alliance to the Church, 

placing Christian identity above national identity. Through the Vicaría, the Movement 

Against Torture, and participation in the Eucharist, some Chileans were able to remember 

the greater mission of the Church in the world and the body of Christ, broken for the sins 
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of the world. Being the Church in celebration of communion together, the body of Christ 

remembers its eternal home and sees itself incarnate on this earth.  

 Shattering, uniting; repentance, healing. These are narratives by which we can 

understand Cavanaugh’s work, and by which we can understand much of the Christian 

narrative of salvation. Here we apply parallel narratives to the state and the Church so 

that we may see that the two institutions compete with similar movements. The 

movements of the individuals mimic one another. We find the citizen, now betrayed, 

bowed in anguish and the saint, realizing sin, bowed in repentance. We find the citizens’ 

hands raised to their hearts in a sign of allegiance and the saints’ hands reaching out for 

the body of Christ on the altar. The military regime becomes a torturer that it might reign 

over the minds of its people through fear, reuniting them only through its own project of 

state-creation. The Church puts bows before the Father that it might do penance for the 

sins of the body, both recognized and yet to be recognized, then joins at the table for the 

Lord’s Supper, where it becomes once again united in the presence of God. Cavanaugh’s 

work gives an account of the modern state, not abandoning the narrative of violence in 

state formation, but rather recommending that through the Church we need not use 

violence in the ways of the world, we need not remain in the structures that have defined 

us for so long. Rather, the Church has a unique message and uniquely efficacious rituals, 

and therefore it must stand as a light in the world and leaven for the world as it awaits the 

return of Christ.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Being the Church: Waiting in Suffering, Faith, Hope, and Love 

 

 

Rutilio Grande spent years working with the Ecclesial Base Communities in 

Aguilares, El Salvador. These base communities became very involved with the one of 

the organizaciones populares, the Federación Cristiana de Campesinos (Federation of 

Christian Farmers, FECCAS), whose leaders were trained theologically by Ellacuría. As 

the base community began to lose its leaders to the FECCAS, as it became more partisan, 

Grande became frustrated with the situation. When he asked the Church leadership to be 

reassigned and was refused, he turned to Ellacuría, who would encourage him to continue 

supporting the work of the FECCAS, but maintain a distinction between its work and that 

of the base communities.
316

 As Jeffery Gould points out, “The Salvadorean Right had no 

interest in such a fine distinction.”
317

 Grande was assassinated in 1977, as the military 

targeted both the Jesuits and the organizaciones populares.
318

 After Grande’s death, 

Archbishop Oscar Romero would perform just “one Mass, the funeral Mass,…in the 

Archdiocese that Sunday,” bringing all communicants together at the same table, from 

the military and the organizaciones populares, the right and the left.
319

 

Grande’s story helps us to integrate our authors because it begins from the base 

communities. For both Ellacuría and Cavanaugh, these are sites of the life of the Church. 
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Ellacuría experienced the base communities in El Salvador, which helped him to orient 

his life’s work, both as an academic, a public prophetic voice, and the director of a 

university, towards the poor. Cavanaugh’s work shows a strong affection for the robust, 

integrated involvement created by the base communities. He finds in them a way for 

committed Christians to live as a witness to the communion they share in Christ which 

could live beyond the bounds of the state. The original orientation of this project was to 

respond to the question, “How should Christians interact with the state?” Base 

communities can be a beautiful response either as a way to become integrally involved in 

a particular community, instead of the state, or as a community from which larger 

political actions can spring. Through the base communities, we are reminded to read the 

Church as the people, the body of Christ. When we consider how Cavanaugh and 

Ellacuría respond to state violence, we remember that they are speaking to the people of 

God, through these communities and more broadly under the nation state, helping them 

learn to respond to sin in the world. 

Cavanaugh wants his readers to see that violence is wrong and unnecessary, 

particularly state violence, but, perhaps as importantly, violence of the Church towards 

proclaimed members of the Church. Each author is providing his readers with a 

conception of violence and of the state that helps us understand the Church as it ought to 

be, responding to violence and working in, around, or through the state. Even without 

accepting every premise motivated by Marxist class conflict, or accepting the call of 

Dorothy Day’s self-sacrifice and pacifism, we may still learn from these authors to see 

the body of Christ in the poor and in our potential brothers and sisters. We may learn to 
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deny violence between the members of the body. We may see that the Church offers an 

alternative way of living.  

Cavanaugh is fighting to change the Church that thinks it has to work on the 

world’s terms. In a way, he’s fighting Ellacuría. At the beginning of Freedom Made 

Flesh, Ellacuría is insistent that theology must address the reality of a secularized world, 

where “the world is… worth more and valued more highly,” as he believes it should be 

“as a historical sign of Christian salvation.”
320

 This emphasis on history and on the 

secular world changes the background for our discussion dramatically, not because 

Cavanaugh cannot see the emphasis on secularization in the academy and in much of the 

(first) world, but because it does become the lens through which he sees the world. 

Cavanaugh talks about a “migration of the holy,” rather than a diminishing of the holy. 

Worship has migrated from religion and the One True God, its rightful end, to political 

outlets. Nation-states make claims over the lives, deaths, and the potential violence of 

their members, while the Church increasingly becomes an added avenue for a dose of 

weekly morality. In many ways this is not incongruous with Ellacuría’s focus on 

secularization, since he says that it “is a historical process, and the historical form it takes 

today can be given a name at least. It is ‘politicization.’”
321

  

Still, a difference between Cavanaugh and Ellacuría remains. Even though they 

both see the “migration,” Ellacuría seems prepared to accept it as a positive change, while 

Cavanaugh is more hesitant. They both want salvation to be played out in the world, to 

actively affect the recipient and his community. They both oppose salvation that has only 
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internal spiritual ends. But Cavanaugh wants to identify the migration of holiness and 

bring it back to the Church, back to God—Cast away the detestable things your eyes feast 

on, every one of you, and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt (Ezekiel 20:7). 

The Church struggles to stand in contrast to the world because it has subtly given over its 

allegiance to the world. To deny this allegiance is to live in rejection of the policies, the 

overriding principles, of the world and find an alternate source of power, and, for 

Cavanaugh, one of the most important ways to do so is to refuse to accept state violence, 

in which the state makes a claim on the life, death, and violence of its citizens.  

Cavanaugh wants to persuade Christians, including those in the military, that they 

are fighting in a way that denies the character of their baptism. When we fight, as 

members of the Church, we are attacking the body of which we are members. Whether or 

not a soldier ultimately decides to lay down his arms, he is forced to ask if he truly is a 

son of the living God, or if, like the Pharisees, he would shout, “We have no king but 

Caesar!”  (Jn. 19:15). Chile under Pinochet, as now, was primarily Catholic, and yet 

violence was used by Church members against Church members. Recall the interview in 

which Cavanaugh was shocked to learn that a Chilean bishop believed that Pinochet had 

been excommunicated by the decree excommunicating those involved in torture, even 

though he had not responded. Even as Pinochet had not recognized his excommunication 

and his priest had continued to give him the Eucharist, he was excommunicated by his 

actions and was hurting his own soul by continuing to come to the Lord’s Supper. 

Pinochet, Chilean torturers, the Salvadoran military, the death squads, and the military 

leaders who continued to go to Mass, were all committing violence within the body of 

Christ, letting the one limb tear at another. Cavanaugh invites Dorothy Day into the 
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conversation to remind us of this point, to remind us that when Christians fight other 

Christians, when we fight within the Church, we inflict pain internal to the body of 

Christ. If we believe that the body is a place where pain and suffering are communicated, 

where we mourn with those who mourn, we should not be willing to use violence against 

other Christians, or against the members who may someday be a part of the body (Rom. 

12:15). It seems apparent that the military was never meant to be a weapon against the 

state’s own citizens. On an ecclesial level, fellow soldiers in the faith were never meant 

to turn against one another, a truth even more apparent because, more truly than the state, 

the Church is made of willing members with common purpose, the real social contract.  

Ellacuría also wants peace, he also confronts soldiers, leaders, and elites, but he 

confronts them with the realities of structural sin. When the law is beneficial only to the 

few, it is a system of oppression, of violence. The rich in earthly wealth are bound by 

structural sin and therefore secure the systems that bring them that wealth. But structural 

oppression, structural violence, is not only oppressive to the poor, it is a detriment to the 

oppressors. For the Christian, it is worse to sin than to be sinned against and so the case 

against structural oppression is a case to free both the oppressor and the oppressed. This 

logic holds for direct physical violence, such as the torture and disappearance wrought 

against the poor majority during the Civil War. Violence against the poor, against the 

weak, rejects that the poor are blessed, that the Church is the church of the poor and 

downtrodden. When oppressors claim the name of Christ and attack the poor, they refuse 

to follow their Lord. For Ellacuría, the violence of oppression may require a violent 

response, but it seems to fit the just war tradition. The war that responds is trying to 

restore a just peace, it is a measured response to save the oppressors and the oppressed 
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from continued injustice by doing the lesser evil. Unlike the early revolutionary Marxist 

forces in El Salvador, Ellacuría pushed for negotiated settlement from as early as 1981, 

but a settlement entailing the changes necessary to end the continuing violence of 

oppression.
322

 Oppression is a problem, structural sin is a problem, to which force is a 

possible answer, but not the only answer. Ellacuría understands the rationale for violent 

revolution, but he also recognizes that it can entail such an escalation of sin that it is a 

greater evil, especially when there is another possible approach. Inside and outside the 

Church, the world ought to be brought into the peace of God, which is not just an absence 

of war but also a state of justice and goodness. Seeking a just peace meant making use of 

all acceptable avenues, including negotiation, to bring about integral liberation. 

Cavanaugh combats the state’s use of physical violence, while Ellacuría worries 

because the structures, every day, are another, more persistent violence. When 

Cavanaugh rejects the violence of the nation-state and the rules of the nation state, both 

political and economic, he takes a similar stance to Ellacuría, opposing the unjust 

structures. In Cavanaugh’s early works, Torture and Eucharist and Theopolitical 

Imagination, he emphasizes the separation, the definition, of the Church more clearly in 

opposition to the state, while in his later works, there seems to be some outlet for the 

Church to participate in politics. He is not trying to change the world’s politics, but to get 

Christians to opt into the politics of the Church. Ellacuría wants the Church to purify the 

world by liberating it and by using its means more directly to contribute to the cause of 

liberation. Cavanaugh consistently points to a holy Church, a Church set apart to be the 

source of sanctification for the world, for which reason it ought to live in distinct 
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economic, social, and religious patterns. The Church and the state are separate, and the 

Church does its job best not by using the tools of the state, but by establishing distinct 

modes of being. He recommends new economic practices, basing decisions in 

community, the use of Eucharistic counter-politics we have already discussed, and a host 

of practical theological applications for the body of Christ living in the world. He 

recognizes that our political and economic systems are at odds with the Christian life, and 

so he tries to create an alternate opportunity. We are to repent of sin and idolatry and seek 

God first. 

 So, we must reject the state that says it is our primary community. If we say that 

we are all Americans, that is nice, but it means very little beyond a set of circumstances 

and (perhaps) a commitment to influence the United States for what we believe is best. 

Cavanaugh, however, is very clear (and very correct) when he tells us that the Church is 

the primary community, and every other social body is a lesser form that mimics that 

ultimate community. I imagine Cavanaugh is passing along a lesson that Stanley 

Hauerwas has also taught. In Christianity. Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary: 

Conversations between a Radical Democrat and a Christian, Hauerwas says that it is the 

job of the Church to make the world the world, which “is a way to remind us that 

whatever we mean by politics, justice, or democracy will be determined by how we have 

learned to celebrate, that is, to worship.”
323

 By living in communities that demonstrate the 

love of Christ and the unity of His body, formed by the sacraments, by the practices of 

the Church, the Church demonstrates that the world is something other than the Church. 

The fundamental practices, economic, political, and otherwise, of the world are not the 
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practices by which God sanctifies His people. We are formed by the way we worship, 

which is why the Eucharistic counter-politics must be Eucharistic. Understanding the 

Eucharist as an eschatological event, pointing to the “not yet” as we stand in the 

“already,” we learn to reveal the body of Christ’s followers, we learn to share in 

suffering, in faith, and in hope. Formed by our worship, we come to see the Church as the 

primary community, as the place where we reveal the archetypal community, where the 

sacraments act as channels of grace and of unity. 

Because there are so many other communities that take part in liberation, 

Ellacuría places less emphasis on the particular role of the Church. Even so, the Church is 

the leaven; it is the community that fills all other communities with the light of spiritual 

and physical liberation. Both authors are calling a people faced with alternate ways of 

being in communion to see the Church again as the fount of community that can and 

should give value to all other forms of community. Nonetheless, Ellacuría wants to 

convert the world to become Reign of God by direct involvement, by changing the 

current playing-field. Cavanaugh is also looking for the world to become a picture of 

God’s goodness, but he wants to make it so by requiring transfer of allegiances, through 

the rejection of the path of state allegiance and a commitment to the Church. 

 For Ellacuría, converting the world is not necessarily a gradual process. Despite 

his advocacy of negotiated settlement in El Salvador, Freedom Made Flesh has clear 

overtones of dramatic class conflict, of removing the very roots of oppressive social 

systems that a new system might arise. Nonetheless, this is a form of conversion; it is the 

state becoming a radically different kind of state in order to liberate the oppressed, but the 

state continues to be a state. It is asked to become an exemplar of freedom. Ellacuría 
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wants to create what he sees as the best state, as the best earthly power, in which what 

were then oppressed minorities would become members of a dignified, egalitarian 

society. Through the state, he wants to see men liberated, and, as they rise from the 

weight of oppression, he would see them recognize their place as children of God.  

Where Cavanaugh asks Christians to transfer their allegiance to the Church, Ellacuría 

would have those already committed to the Church go out into the world to transform its 

structures into structures of liberation and salvation. The base communities, fostering the 

church of the poor, feed active members of a civil society that seeks a state on the side of 

the oppressed. The world becomes an exhibition of God’s goodness, as men see God, 

incarnate in history and man being liberated in history. Through the Church, which 

animated the organizaciones populares and the civil society, the world was to be 

changed, to actively make present the Reign of God. However, if the Church is to act 

rightly to convert the world, as in Ellacuría’s conception, or to make clear that the Church 

is a distinct community, demanding an allegiance apart from the world, the Church must 

become the Christian’s source of life.  

 Ultimately, Cavanaugh’s narrative is more persuasive because it more stoutly 

refuses compromise and depends more fully on God’s conversion of the world to His 

kingdom. Cavanaugh’s narrative requires a dramatic shift in allegiance that forces the 

Christian to align means and ends. Seeking peace on earth and the Reign of God, the 

Christian does all he can to act in a way worthy of the kingdom. The end of the Church is 

the glorification of God and the creation of His Reign on earth. When His Reign comes, 

evil ceases to be and all will be brought to justice based upon God’s reckoning, not that 

of men. Preparing for the peace of the kingdom, the Church embodies Romans 12:18: “If 
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possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all” (ESV). Because it seeks 

peace, it embodies peace. While totalitarian regimes seek peace and prosperity by 

purging society, or bringing men to “justice,” the Reign of God does not require His 

people to make that judgment. The more one recognizes the mixed motivations of man in 

each of his wars, the more one begins to agree with Cavanaugh and Day that “we are not 

good enough to use violence rightly.”
324

 Revolution asks us to judge men and dole out the 

punishment for structural sin and oppression. It asks men to make the world what it ought 

to be through a process of violence and change. 

 It is absolutely vital to recognize that the poverty and oppression, the state 

violence, with which Ellacuría is dealing is horrible, disgraceful, but it is also vital to 

realize that our understanding of the kingdom of God, and therefore our ability to make it 

present, is insufficient. We live at peace as we can, we love others and refuse to return 

hatred, but we cannot control the world. We cannot liberate the world as God would. We 

ought to live in communities that value that liberation, communities that resist oppression 

peaceably, but not necessarily communities that take the world by storm. This often 

means suffering graciously, recognizing that no amount of earthly pain should deter the 

Christian from pursuing God. However, in the same way Day recognized that one could 

not judge another for being unable to stand by pacifism as the Christian way of living 

when faced with violence, I cannot be sure that I would be able to embody the kind of 

community Cavanaugh seeks in the face of state oppression.  

I would argue that the Church should embody Christ not only in the face of state 

violence, but also before the state falls into violence. If the Church is seeking to live in a 

way pleasing to God, through love of neighbor and of enemy, then perhaps Christians 
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will not become instigators of a war, perhaps they can be the peacemakers they are called 

to be. State violence is one particular form of suffering. It is restrictive, coercive, and 

usually has broad social effects. Nonetheless, suffering is ever-present. The Church must 

take responsibility for the suffering of its members by being a community of support, 

love, and prayer. Like the disciples on Holy Saturday, the Church is waiting. Christ has 

promised to return, His lordship has been declared, and Christians must remember His 

promises and stay true to His Church. Nonetheless, the dark day of waiting is not without 

suffering, not without pain, not without confusion. The Church is the community Christ 

left to show His grace to the world, and it is a community meant to share in the suffering 

and joy of its members. It must strive to live as the body of Christ by refusing to yield to 

the temptation of to make this world its home. It must embody an alternative allegiance to 

demonstrate that it is a pilgrim body, as it patiently, hopefully, and faithfully awaits 

Christ’s return, the new heaven, and the new earth.  

 In this dark day of waiting, the Church must make the Church the primary 

community again, the community that eases the wait for Christ’s return by embodying 

Christ’s love and justice in history. Note well, this is not the task of the churches. What 

the coming generations will be faced with is a battle for true communion. Asking for the 

first allegiance of Christians, the Church must understand what it is. It is an open 

community, crossing the boundaries of nations, races, gender, age, wealth, and power. 

The Church welcomes in the Children of God, but it is bounded. The practice of 

excommunication draws a boundary, baptism draws a boundary, renouncing any other 

primary allegiance, and binding the new spirit to a new, eternal patria. The boundaries 

that we draw around the Church, transcending denominational memberships, are vital to 
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the future of the Church. The Church is told, “speak the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15).To do 

so requires the correct attitude but also an understanding of the truth. If we are to 

understand the catholic, the universal, the one Church correctly, we ought to be prepared 

to critically evaluate what it means to be a Christian. What is “mere Christianity?” If the 

Church is to stand apart from the world, it has a difficult task ahead. Defining the Church 

requires exclusion, while modern culture begs for universalism. We must get to the core 

of the gospel in the face of additions, subtractions, and perversions of the truth, which 

will require serious study and consideration from the membership and leadership of 

church communities, Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant. Even if we cannot hold an 

interdenominational council to understand the core of the gospel, we must encourage the 

Christian to learn about his brothers and sisters in Christ and recognize the grace God 

bestows on His children as they stumble through doctrinal issues. Doing this, we will 

come to better understand Christ’s body. If we can come to a shared understanding of the 

essence of the gospel, perhaps our denominational separation can dissolve in the light of 

Christ, of the communion of the saints, even while we continue vigorous discussion on 

other points of disagreement. 

 When the Church emphasizes distinctions, it, like the nation-states, tries to fight 

for power (or doctrinal primacy), instead of loving the body and searching for truth. Yes, 

the truth is profoundly important: Jesus the Way, the Truth, and the Life, is the One 

through Whom we all live and move and have our being (Jn. 14:6; Acts 17:28). While we 

cannot shut off dialogue about what it means to follow and serve Him; the differences in 

non-essential doctrines and ways of “doing Christianity” should not make us forget that 

all who have trusted in Jesus Christ alone, His life, death, and resurrection, for salvation 
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(with all that this entails), are a part of the body of Christ. Doing this, we may learn to 

cease from our infighting and bear witness to the world through deeper love and 

compassion for one another.  

 I have found in Cavanaugh and Ellacuría incentives for the Protestant Church to 

recapture its roots. The history of the Protestant Church is the history of Catholicism for 

1500 years; the shared sacraments, at least of baptism and communion, provide sites of 

in-corporation, or becoming the body; the washing of feet, cleansing from the grime of 

the world, and coming before one another in humility, lets us all, Protestant, Catholic, 

and Orthodox, remember the God-man’s humility to save His people.  

 The Church is the primary association in the world. Its members, the saints, need 

to see this. This is not an argument for a renewal of Christendom (which, as a 

nondenominational Protestant, I am in no position to make), but rather an exercise of 

individual liberty bound to its highest duty. The Church is a voluntary organization, but it 

is a compulsory body for everyone who calls upon the name of Jesus Christ to be saved. 

By a profession of faith, the believer accepts the claim of the body of Christ on his life, 

and claims his place within it. Living in the world, the Church is still to be set apart from 

it because its members are radically bound in allegiance to God through Christ, not to the 

state, capitalism, or to community for community’s sake. 

 Both Ellacuría and Cavanaugh believe that the hierarchy of the Catholic Church is 

not the complete Church. The Church is the body of Christ, which is the people of Christ, 

Jesus’ people. We mimic that first community of the twelve disciples. We share in His 

body and blood, broken for us, shed for us, and we, Jesus’ friends, remember that we are 

to become that body, given for others. We are brought together as the bread is passed out 
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to the multitudes, and we find, like the disciples did on the hillside by the Sea of Galilee, 

that the bread will always be sufficient, that our Lord’s table will always be prepared to 

feed the hungry, physically and spiritually. The bread and the wine are a place of 

remembrance of the Incarnate Lord, of the redemption beyond this world to which He 

calls us, and of the communion of saints on earth who must love one another in response 

to the love of God. 

 And yet, the Last Supper, the ultimate (and, in some ways, the first) communion 

of the twelve with Jesus, was also a time of great difficulty and confusion. Where are you 

going? Why can’t we follow you? (Jn. 13:36-37) The disciples remained in the dark, even 

as Jesus was declared “the Christ, the Son of God” days before (Mt. 16:16). They had 

already shared in His communion, and yet they had not seen His resurrection. The 

Church is filled now, given the bread for the road, the viaticum, the meal is instituted to 

feed the Church for its pilgrimage. Yet it falters in doubt and confusion, in the darkness 

of Holy Saturday, as it awaits the fulfillment of the new kingdom. 

 After leaving the upper room, the disciples walked with Jesus, as they had before, 

across the Kidron Valley, to that garden where they had met time after time on the way to 

the Temple. There, beneath the olive trees, Jesus came in submission to the Father’s will, 

in suffering, in pain. And, as He remained faithful, the disciples slept. Once. Twice. A 

third time. They faltered in the hour of their rabbi’s great anguish, their friend’s great 

pain. The betrayer arrived, and the man who professed Jesus to be the Christ, came to His 

aid with violence. “Get behind me, Satan!” Jesus had said only days before, as Peter tried 

to dissuade Him from the Father’s will (Mt. 16:23). Again that night he tried to interfere, 

but the Christ would not turn from His path. The victim of Peter’s violence was healed.  
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The guards led Jesus away, and his friends were gone, scattered by fear, released by their 

Savior from His difficult path. 

 What do we see in this dark garden, between these friends? I think this is the 

Church. We have been nourished for the way, trained in the truth, called friends of God, 

and yet when we are asked to “watch and pray so that [we] will not fall into temptation,” 

we find that the weakness of our flesh yields to the rulers of this world, and the will of 

our spirit yields too to that sin that so easily entangles us (Mt. 26:41 and Mk. 14:38; Heb. 

12:1). We are not prepared to walk the path of sacrifice with our Lord. Can we feign 

shock at the unfaithfulness of His friends? Who among us has not seen a friend 

wandering in darkness, trapped in despair, and, knowing that he cannot do anything to 

“help”, left the friend to walk alone. Even Christians so often abandon hope or flee in 

fear. In three days, Jesus would show His constancy, His faithfulness, to the very 

disciples who had abandoned Him to agony and to walk the path of the cross alone. They 

did not take up their crosses then and follow Him to victory over death, but they would 

all soon be in communion again and begin to walk their own paths, becoming living 

sacrifices on behalf of the gospel. The poor would have the gospel preached to them the 

world over, because a flawed group of friends saw God’s faithfulness when they were 

faithless. Hallelujah, what a Savior!  

 Our Church is flawed. We abandon the suffering in the body and the children of 

God feel exiled from His family. Even in our unfaithful witness to the world, fighting and 

dying for the wrong things, God remains faithful. When the Church is built on friendship 

with God, sitting at the feet of Jesus and the foot of the cross, standing outside the empty 

tomb, walking the road to Emmaus, and urging one another to run with endurance the 
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race that is set before us, we may reject the violence of the world. Denying the 

competition of the modern economy, the unjust gains from the mistreatment of others, of 

nationalism that ignores our brothers and sisters across the world, of state violence that 

dehumanizes men and women with whom we might someday take communion, we are 

called to embody Christ in this world.  

Ellacuría and Cavanaugh join theologians who cry out for the Church to make 

itself known in the world, to resist hopelessness, to shine again in this era of darkness. 

When in El Salvador and Chile the Church could not protect its members, it was 

reckoned, in part, to the inability of the Church to embody itself in history, either as a 

force of liberation or a as Eucharistic community. These authors recognize the darkness 

in which the Church awaits her Bridegroom, and they want to light a candle by which to 

keep the vigil. The spark of the Reign of God on earth is to start a fire. For Ellacuría, the 

fire is the burning torch of liberation, while for Cavanaugh, it is a united, though 

dispersed, landscape lit with the flames of Eucharistic communities. The Church is 

acutely aware of the darkness in which it waits, both because it is a light and because it 

knows and reflects the Light of the World. Being a source of light, it makes present the 

Reign of God on earth; it spreads the light of liberation, or draws the lost out of darkness 

and into light of the Church’s alternate way of life. 

 The Church, in all its “not-yet,” plagued by sin, is nonetheless “already.” The 

bride of Christ awaits her Beloved, with full knowledge that He will come to her. Its 

allegiance is the demand of a new law of the spirit, while so often it yields to the law of 

the flesh. The law of the flesh demands comfort and safety. The law of the spirit demands 

communion in suffering and in joy, the commitment of faith, and the first allegiance of 
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all its members. The Church has not reached its eschatological end; the Church we see is 

made of both wheat and of tares, and the wheat must still learn to “fall to the ground and 

die,” like Christ, so that it might bear fruit. Nonetheless, the Church, the site of 

sacrificial, abiding friendship, by the grace of God, and perhaps as the grace of God, 

bears witness to the gospel in the world.  

 When Ellacuría shows the theological underpinnings of service to the poor, he 

forces the Church to become a bastion of hope in the world. The Church is the poor and it 

serves the poor; it is the sacrifice, and it receives the sacrifice. We are deceived, if, in 

pride, even the wealthiest among us says he is not poor—his soul pleads to be filled. We 

lie if we say we do not owe all we have to the grace of God. We do not disregard the 

gospel of Matthew, when it says “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” for all are utterly 

dependent upon the grace of God for salvation (Mt. 5:3). Nonetheless, though the Church 

will look different in different cultures, different cities, when it exists to the exclusion of 

the poor, it fails to love as the body. The church of the poor, both agent and recipient of 

liberation, has an imperative to care for its own. The missional focus of some churches is 

vital, that all nations might hear the gospel; nonetheless, there is an important witness that 

comes from the Christian community acting as one body. So many Christians find 

themselves alienated by the Church, because of fights with other Christians, insensitivity 

to pain, or the façade of perfection. Not only ought churches to help the economically 

poor, but also the poor in spirit. Those who suffer sexual violence, who grieve for 

children, who grieve for parents, whose families fall apart, whose children get divorced, 

whose grandparents age alone, whose granddaughters become anorexic, who watch as 

loved ones go through dark nights of the soul, whose faith is assaulted by suffering, are 
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the children of God, are the members of the body, are images of the suffering servant. 

The pain that language cannot communicate is the pain of one body. Physician, heal 

thyself (Lk. 4:23). We are brothers and sisters in Christ—children, parents, grandparents, 

all brought into one body and one family. Woman, behold your son. Behold, your mother. 

(Jn. 19: 26-27). If someone in the body suffers, we suffer together as one body and one 

family. The Church is called to witness to the world. How can it do so unless it first 

witnesses to itself and demonstrates that is prepared to walk with Christ the dark road to 

the cross? The disciples must be willing to await the light of Easter morning together in 

faith and hope and love. 
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