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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the influence of the Roman

Catholic Church on the modernization of Colombia. Although

a history of the Church's political involvement is included,

the major emphasis is on the recent changes in the role of

the Church in Colombia that have been prompted by the

Vatican and by pressure from leftist priests within the

country. The activities of various groups of these pro-

. gressive priests are examined and the validity of their

contribution to the modernization process is questioned.

Despite the struggles of the leftist clergy, it is con­

cluded that because of the position of the hierarchy of

the Colombian Church and the nature of the Church's ties

to developed countries, unless there are further radical

changes in the position of the Colombian Church, it will

not be a significant force in the necessary restructuring

of Colombian society.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Although the characteristics of underdevelopment

illiteracy, malnutrition, disease, squalor, unemployment and

inequalities --are well known and easily identified, the

concept of development has no clear definition. Tvlenty-five

years ago when many Third World countries began efforts to

become modernized, the focus of their attempt was economic

growth. Despite honest efforts by some governments of develop­

ing nations, and despite foreign aid programs launched by

developed nations, the increase in per capita income for about

two thirds of humanity has been less than one dollar per year.

Even this meagre increase has not been equitably distributed

and for the poorest 40 per cent of the population, the per

capita income has sometimes fallen. 1

Development must mean more than a high economic growth

rate, and even if this can be achieved there is no guarantee

that the benefits will trickle down to the masses. It must

instead be seen as a social transformation including economic,

political, social and cultural aspects. When development is

viewed as a total social process, it necessarily implies a

concern for human values, for how people live and not simply

how much wealth the nation possesses.

This human perspective is expressed by Francois Perroux
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who describes development as:

the combination of mental and social changes of
a people which enables them to increase, cUl­
mulatively and permanently, their total real
production. • • • Development is achieved fully
in the measure that, by reciprocity of services,
it prepares the way for reciprocity of conscious­
ness.2

During the 1950's support for development was high

in Latin America, but because those who advocated this goal

failed to attack the root of the problem, development has

failed and frustration has increased. One of the major

causes of this failure has been the fact that development

programs are usually promoted by international organizations

closely linked to the groups and governments which control

the world economy. Great care is taken to attempt change

within the existing framework and to avoid attacking the

interests of the large international economic and political

powers. What "changes" are made too often serve to increase

the strength of already powerful economic groups.

Awareness is increasing in Latin America and the

rest of the Third World that their underdevelopment is an

active by-product of the development of wealthier nations.

Timid measures at reformism and modernization will continue

to be ineffectual and even counterproductive to achieving

necessary and real social transformation. ~any believe that

only a radical break with the status quo - an attack on the

economic, social, political and cultural dependence of some

countries on others - will promote development. 3
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In Latin America, one of the strongest groups speaking

out for this type of change is a sector of the Roman Catholic

Church. They describe the process as one of liberation for:

liberation expresses the aspirations of oppressed
peoples and social classes, emphasizing conflictual
aspects of the economic, social and political process
which puts them at odds with wealthy nations and
oppressive classes. In contrast, the word develoE-
ment and above all the policies characterized as
developmentalist ••• appear somewhat aseptic,
giving a false picture of a tragic and conflictual
reality. The issue of development does in fact
find its true place in the more universal t pro-
found, and radical perspective of liberat~on. It
is only within this framework that development finds
its true meaning and possibilities of accomplishing
something worthwhile.4

A more analytical definition of development is needed

in order to test what contribution these theologically ins­

pired goals can make to the transitional process. Many

developmental theorists commonly use such concepts as: a

change in social relations from status to universalistic

achievement norms; increased differentiation and a high degree

of occupational and skill specialization; mass mobilization

and participation in a political system able to deal with

continuous change and capable of adjusting to new situations;

and a secular political authority, seeking to maximize ration­

al and scientific knowledge to meet mants physical and mate~

ial needs. The structural-functionalist theorists who use

these criteria to measure development are concerned with the

functioning of all the parts of a society and the maintenance

of the system.
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In this paper, a different approach will be taken.

Development will mean the social transformation of a society

which frees its people from a daily struggle to exist and

prepares them to take an active part in determining their

lives. It necessarily includes efforts to improve education,

health care and an equitable distribution of the resources

the country has to offer. In order to accomplish this, struc­

tural changes are necessary. The elitist system must be re­

placed and the economy restructured under state control to

meet the needs of the people rather than cater to the demands

of the developed nations. As Fals Borda stated:

Development is achieved when the transition from
one social order to the next is completed; that
is when the corresponding subversion is created,
resolved, and surpassed.5

Religion and DeveloRm~nt

Institutional religion has usually been a reactionary

force opposed to change and used to legitimize the values of

ruling elements of the existing social structure. Despite the

fact that the Church has sometimes been an important factor

in bringing about political change, only rarely has this

political change been transformed into significant social
6change.

Myron Weiner, who studied the problem of increased

political participation in developing societies, pointed out

that if there is a competitive elite (as there has been for

most of Colombia's history) each side will attempt to mobilize
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the masses in order to defeat the other side. 7

But we cannot speak of electoral procedures or
party structures as being institutionalized
unless those who participate in politics value
these procedures and structures.B

In recent Colombian history, the problem for the masses has

been that the political parties and elections have not pre­

sented them with any real political choice. As a result,

political participation has included a great deal of illegi­

timate activity taking the form of guerrilla warfare, demon­

~rations and general unrest. New interest groups and new

roles for old institutions must be created in order to provide

channels for the dissidents to redress their grievances leg-

itimately.9

A crisis of participation therefore can be viewed
as resolved when there is a new agreement among
governing elites, contending elites and political
participants on the legitimacy of demands and on
the value of certain institutional procedures
created to meet the demands.IO

The movement from elite politics to mass politics is

a fundamental characteristic of political modernization.

Although politics is not a mass phenomenon in developing

nations, religion is, and as such it can be used to motivate

mass political participation in the short term, until politics

generates its own motivation. ll

It is this characteristic of mass participation in

religion which can make it a potential force for the legiti­

mization of change. As the Church withdraws her absolute

support for the old order she gives scope to the emerging
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social forces. Although religion is an aspect of tradi­

tional society, Milton Singer argues that theorists like

Max Weber failed to recognize that legitimacy can be given

to innovation by traditionalizing change through a series of

steps. In Colombia, the mass media have been used by priests

not only to spread the traditional religion but also to

introduce new agricu~tural techniques and to teach improved

methods of hygiene. In this way, religion can help a society

dedicated to progress cope with tradition, or, as in the case

of Colombia, can help a traditional society deal with change.12

Leonard Binder emphasized that: "Social development

(in a disciplinary and not a value-oriented or ideological

sense) means increased social complexity.fll) As a country

comes to grips with the problems and challenges of a develop­

ment effort, the institutions become increasingly complex.

In the case of the Church in Colombia, the role has changed

radically as the Church has begun to recognize the importance

of empirical reality. The current split in the Colombian

clergy further illustrates the different outlooks as some

of the clergy continue to stress the greater importance of

spiritual life While others insist that the Church's correct

role is to become actively involved in creating a new social

order. Although the institutional changes within the Colom­

bian Church will be touched on, it is mainly the social

relationship of the Church to the Colombian people that this

paper will focus on.
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The more autonomous the religious organizations
are, the less they are identified with the exis-
ting political order, and the more they can develop 14
new types of central political and cultural symbols.

The idea that secularization of the state is a precondition

of modernization has almost universal acceptance. Colombia,

the Catholic country Ear excellence, still adheres strictly

to the conviction that the Church and the State are the two

pillars on which Colombian society rests. 15 This fact, hm~­

ever, also puts the Church in a position of unique influence

and if it were able to present a united front to the govern­

ment demanding change, it could act as a strong and positive

force for modernization.

Both Eisenstadt and Bellah put great emphasis on the

need for religion to become involved in the secular world in

order to be a force for change. Empirical reality must be

seen as a umeaningful, valuable and valid sphere for religious

action. u16 Eisenstadt further stresses the importance of

religion having a Iftransformative capacity" by which he means

the capacity to legitimize in ideological or religious terms

the development of new activities and institutions not encom­

passed in the original aims of the religion. 17 Both the

emphasis on reality and the necessary transformative capacity

are integral parts of the reformist movement in the Colombian

Catholic Church.

A segment of the Colombian clergy have adopted Paulo

Freire's idea of concientizaciog of the masses. Concienti~acion



is a psychological pre-requisite of genuine development and

is an effort to increase awareness so that the masses can

move beyond being manipUlatively mobilized by interested

parties to the point where they can intelligently engage in

formulating the methods and goals of development.

This "disinterested U politization ef.fort indeed
springs from religiously rooted concepts of man
and society, but essentially regards development
(cultural, social, economic and political) as an
end in itself. A number of the clercial intellec­
tuals which espouse the "ideology of development tt

are in fact convinced that the changes they seek
will likely undermine the instl~utional church
within which they now operate-;.

Is the Colombian Church moving from the centuries

old emphasis on ascetism, renunciation and other worldliness

to a recognition of the importance of empirical reality and

of the Christian's role in the real world? Will the Church

become a force which motivates and initiates change in the

society? Is the Church more or less reformist than the

government? Is it ready and Willing to challenge the poli­

tical elites and thus to risk the very real possibility of

losing its own elite status? Is the Church prepared to use

its unique position with regard to the Indians and its power

in the educational system to become an effective force in

the concientizacion of the Colombian masses? Are the leftist

clergy able to utilize the Church to promote revolutionary

change- either by non-violent or violent means?

These questions, which constitute the core of this

thesis must be addressed in the context of a similar set of
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questions regarding changes in the larger Colombian society.

To what degree are segments of the population becoming poli­

tically mobilized by the process of modernization? Are new

groups in the society becoming conscious of their interest

in actively participating in the development process? Is

there greater opportunity for the masses of Colombians to

participate meaningfully in the society and is technical

skill and functional specialization increasing?

In order to attempt an answer to these questions J it

is necessary to look at the history of Church-State relations

in Colombia, the changes in Catholic doctrine directed by

Rome and the challenge of Camilo Torres, Colombia's first
I

guerrilla priest. Finally, the response of the Church to

these changes and challenges will be examined to see if it

can indeed become a positive force for development in Colom­

bia.

The Setting

Colombia, one of the four remaining representative

democracies in Latin America, was liberated from the Spanish

by Simon Bolivar in 1821. It is the fourth largest country

in Latin America and has a population of over 20 million.

It also has one of the world's most rapid population growth

rates, and during the 1960's population increased at more than

3 per cent par annum. 19 In 1970, the ethnic breakdown was 2

per cent Indian, 4 per cent Black, 22 per cent !~latos 26

per cent White and 46 per cent Mestizos. 20 Slightly over one
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half of the total population is now urbanized. 21

Latin America is unique in that the nations came into

being as a ltresult of the juxtaposition of quite extraordinarily

unequal classes and races; descendents of conquistadors along­

side descendents of slaves, or of primitive Indians at a far

lower level of civilization. n
22 To some extent, in over 150

years of independence, a mixture of these divergent races

has taken place but there still remains throughout one of the

most stratified societies in the world in which only a small

minority takes part in modernization. 23

Geographical features have hampered efforts to in­

crease Colombian unity. The Andean Mountain system divides

the country into several climatic regions and makes transpor­

tation and communication difficult and expensive. It is also

the mountainolls and jungle regions that make the country an

ideal arena for waging guerrilla warfare.

Mexico has been described as a beggar sitting on a

bgg of gold and this description is equally apt for Colombia. 24

The country has a Pacific and Caribbean coastline, petroleum,

platinum, gold, silver, emeralds, coal, forested regions, and

a variety of climate and soil ideal for grOWing coffee,

sugarcane, tropical fruits and rubber. Colombia has however

remained dependent on the export of coffee for most of its

foreign exchange and, as is the case for any nation dependent

on primary products, crippling fluctuations in the world

price make a planned economy virtually impossible. Although

the country has the agricultural potential to be more than
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self-sufficient in food production, the latifundio system

prevents thousands of acres from being cultivated and devotes

the majority of cultivated land to the production of export

crops 0 The result is that the peasants go hungry while over

$100 million of precious foreign exchange is used to ~mport

the needed rice and wheat. 25

~funy theorists now attribute Latin America's under-

development to the dependence of the economy on international

economic powers. Penetration into Colombia's economy, mainly

by U.S. mUltinationals, makes the area a showcase for GaltungTs

and Prebich's theories of Centre and Periphery nations as well

as the more recent theories of Dependencia expounded by Frank,

Dos Santos and others. 26 The elites of Colombia benefit so

greatly from the continuing underdevelopment that there is

now an unprecedented polarization of those who aim to maintain

the status quo and those who desperately 'Want changeo

No other country in Latin America -- and few nations
of the world -- have in the mid twentieth century
experienced internal violence and guerrilla war as
has Colombia. 27

Social unrest in Colombia has traditionally been a symptom of

its economic ailments. Recent statistics show the per capita

GNP to be about $358.00. This in itself is a meaningless

statistic to anyone not living in Colombian society but what

is enlightening is the fact that the lowest 40 per cent of

the population receive 9 per cent of the GNP and the top 20

per cent receive 61 per cent. 28
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From the mid 1800's until the late 1950's, political

conflict was almost exclusively intra-elite and centred on

the divisions between the Liberal and Conservative Parties.

The Conservatives were traditionally made up of the aristo­

cratic Spanish landowners while the Liberals attracted the

Creole entrepreneurs. Originally, the Conservatives were

in favour of centralization, Church privilege, religious

intolerance, and limited suffrage while the Liberals favoured

federalism, secularism, religious tolerance and universal

suffrage. 29 In the 1960's, James Payne tested the responses

of the two parties to the issues of government control of

industry, housing, the protection of unions, the size of the

army and the role of the Church. He concluded that the only

significant difference between the parties now is that the

Liberals are strongly anti-Church. 30

The political attempts to modernize in Latin America

have included populist-authoritarian regimes like Peron's in

Argentina, reformist military governments like Valesco's in

Peru, Chile's elected Christian Democratic Party under Frei

and the more extreme Union Popular government headed by

Allende. Castro's communist regime in Cuba has rejected

North American modernization in favour of popular national

development. Colombia's situation is rare in contemporary

Latin America in that it is ruled by a modernizing elite which

holds a virtual monopoly of political, social, economic,

educational and other resources. The elite is traditional
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in origin and attempts to transform the nation within limits

that will enable it to retain control over the essential

levers of power.

Its approach to change has on the __whole been
that of palliative, paternalistic reform, de­
signed to alleviate severe stresses in the
system and to respond to certain cues (such as
anarchfu rural violence) or to certain demands on
the part of counter-elite groups, without at the
same time yielding up any real share of effective
control over the major power resources.3l

The elite wants to modernize Colombia so that it

will be able to hold a secure place in the world economy, a

place strong enough to resist world fluctuations in primary

commodities. But it ~lst make only the limited changes

necessary to this goal and keep the campesinos in their place

on the latifundias. The manipulated and contained changes

produce stresses which the elite cannot always manage within

the framework of a representative democracy. Until very

recently, the Church has been an integral part of this ruling

clique, physically and culturally separated from the masses

and active in maintaining the stability of the old order.

As the order changed, the Church was split and some idealists

in the clergy have tried to take the society beyond the neo­

colonial structure that the elite has builto
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CHAPTER 2

THE HISTORY OF THE CHURCH

IN COLOMBIA

Introduction

From the early colonial days until the present, the

Church has wielded a great deal of influence in Colombian

politics. Although the internal organization and discipline

was always weak, the Church managed, until the early 1960's to

be virtually unified in her efforts to preserve the status quo.

In a few instances, some of the clerics pressed for reform but

on the whole, the Church's influence was a reactionary one.

In the political upheavals endemic to Colombia's history, the

Church failed to became a force for peace by allying herself

firmly with the Conservative Party. The alignment prevented

the Church from becoming an apolitical arbitrator in the con­

flicts. This chapter will first trace the Church's historic

role in politics from independence until the late 1950's and

will later, examine the effect the Church had on the Indians

and on the educational system.

The Nineteenth Centurr

The State must, therefore, be separated from the
Church, and the Catholic from the citizen ••••
For the Church to trace out and prescribe for the
citizen any line of action, on any pretext whatsoever,
is to be guilty of an abuse of authority, against
which one is bound to protest with all onets might.

(Pope Pius X, Pascendi Dominici Gregis,1907)
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The history of Colombia is one of almost unceasing

political turmoil and violence. In the first century of

independence, the country was ravaged by ten revolutions,

and more than seventy uprisings which resulted in fifty-one

different national executives. l Central to this unrest has

been the political power of the Roman Catholic Church, for

no other institution in Colombia has commanded as much influ-

ence. The Church has done far more than perform spiritual

functions, for as a major land-owner, the recipient of com­

pulsory tithes collected by the state officials, and chari­

table institutions, it clung adamantly to its claim to poli­

tical authority.2 Long before independence was won, the

clergy allied themselves with the ruling class, and the gap

separating the Church from the masses became firmly institu­

tionalized, creating a cleavage between the Colombian Church

and the precepts of Christianity.3

The State of New Granada, as Colombia was first

called, was established in 1$30 and in 1$31, a provisional

government led by the Archbishop of Bogota wrote into the

constitution that the Roman Catholic religion was to be the

only religion in the new republic. All other faiths ware out­

lawed. In 1$33, another constitution stated that it is the

rigorous duty of New Granada to protect the Roman
Catholic Apostolic religion; this divine and only
true religion, precious cause of the good which
the people of New Granada inherit from their fathers
• ~ • • will be preserved pure and intact.4

The Republic was the first in Latin America to be recognized
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by the Holy See. Ten years later, yet another constitution

was passed which outlined in even more emphatic terms the

close union between the Church and the State. 5 During the

early years of the Republic, prelates held many important

political positims and the clergy often constituted one

quarter to one third of the membership of Congress. 6

Political Parties

En Colombia, son Liberales los que toman en
publico y rezan en particular; son Conserva­
dares los que rezan en publico y taman en
particular.

(Popular saying to express party differences)7

There were an unusually large number of meaningful

elections during the nineteenth century and with the rise of

parties in the 1840's, the Church aligned herself firmly with

the Conservatives. 8 This forced the Liberals to become the

anti-clerical party, but their opposition was never directed

toward the Roman Catholic religion. It was instead, a poli­

tical opposition to the Roman Catholic organization in Colom­

bia and the Liberals' eventual abolition of tithes, suppression

of religious orders and confiscation of property were acts

of vengance against a political opponent. The anti-clericals

were not reformers in a spiritual, economic or social sense.

The party was made up mainly of Creoles who were part of the

privileged class with little concern for the welfare of the

masses. They had no complaint against the dogmas and tenets

of the Church but opposed clerical wealth solely on the grounds

that it made the Conservatives politically strong and prevented
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entrepreneurs from making more efficient use of Church-owned

lands. The few sincere reformers in their ranks were hope­

lessly impractical idealists whose actions usually resulted
9in more harm than good. Similarly, the Conservative attrac-

tion to the Church was not based on an effort to preserve the

Roman Catholic religion but was a pragmatic alliance to keep

the adherence of the masses desperately in need of the kinds

of social and economic reforms that the Liberals, because of

their anti-clerical stance, proved to be better at instituting.IO

The political parties in Colombia were thus from

their inception elite parties, and political cleavages developed

along vertical rather than horizontal lines. The Spanish

tended to be Conservative t the Creoles, Liberal and the campe­

sinos followed the lead of the local pat£Q£. There is little

specific information available on what the geographical distri­

bution of the parties was and the only class-based trend emerged

in the late 1950's when the Liberals seemed to be gaining

strength in the urban lower class. The Church remained con­

sistently on the side of the Conservatives. ll A mass party

able to articulate the demands of the popular class did not

develop and despite the differences between the two major

parties, whenever the demands from below grew strong enough,

they managed to overcome their political differences.

Participation in elections has been low in spite of

the fact that all Colombian males over twenty-one have had the

right to vote since 1853.12 However, the tendency to align
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with one party has traditionally been very strong and the

masses have been less successful than the elites in overcoming

political differences in order to promote their own interest.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the role of reli­

gion was the major issue between the two parties. Despite the

occasional mergers ·on the part of the elites, the religious

conflict became so emotional and rancorous that people had to

align themselves with one side or another. Geography influenced

the patterns of settlement and the isolated communities which

grew up fostered the intense political rivalry. It was not

unusual for entire towns to adhere to one party and the country

became divided into regional enclaves of Liberals and Conser-

vatives.

Thus, far from this being an uelement of national
unitylf and 1Isocial orderU as the Colombian Consti­
tution states, the Catholic religion has been
rather a source of conflict and bloody disunity
among Colombians. l )

Because the majority of priests ...have always come from

oligaric or upper middle class families and because those at

the top of the religious hierarchy are almost exclusively from

upper class backgrounds, the Church has been a firmly entrenched

part of the ruling elite. \Vhether it is used as an instrument

of partisanship or whether it is itself acting as a political

partisan, the Church's role in politics has ruled it out as a

force for peace during the many times in Colombian history

when political violence has erupted. 14

The Liberals won the election in 1849 and remained
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in power with only short interruptions until 1880. In 1853,

they brought a new constitution into effect separating Church

and State, making Colombia__the first secular state in Latin

America. In 1880, Dr. Rafael Nunez, a Liberal, was elected

president. ~~en he came to power, the Church was in a unique

position for a Roman Catholic country of that period. Eccles­

iastical courts had been abolished, tithes were no longer com­

pulsory, all Church property except the actual Church buildings

and residences of the clergy had been appropriated by the

state and sold to large land-owners, religious orders were

abolished, cemetaries secularized and marriages were strictly

civil ceremonies.

With his re-election in 1884, Nunez, hoping to resolve

the issues that were threatening national unity, restored the

power of the Church. According to some accounts, he switched

his allegiance to 'the Conservative Party. The new constitution

of 1886 was strongly centralistic and pro-clerical declaring

God as the supreme fountain of all authority~ The government

authorized a concordat with the Holy See to define and establish
15the relationship between Church and State.

The Concordat, ratified by Congress in 1888, declared

the Roman Catholic religion to be an essential element in Colom­

bian society and granted the Church complete liberty and inde­

pendence of the civil power. Although the Church was not

given back the huge landholdings she had lost in 1861, she was

allowed to buy new land and all residences, seminaries and
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Church buildings were exempt from taxation. All educational

institutions were to be run in conformity with Roman Catholic

doctrine and religious instruction was obligatory. The Arch­

bishop of Bogota was given the power to choose texts for reli­

gious and moral education. In filling positions in the reli­

gious hierarchy, it was decided that the president of the

Republic and the Vatican would co-operate in order to ensure

the selection of mutually agreeable candidates. The government

agreed to provide the Church with 100,000 pesos annually to

go to dioceses, chapters, seminaries, missions and nother proper

works of the civilizing action of the Church. ul6

In 1903, the Republic was consecrated to the Sacred

Heart of Jesus and each year this is renewed in a ceremony

held on June 21. An Image of the Sacred Heart, followed by

the president, his cabinet, the cardinal, priests, nuns, a

contingent of the armed forces and hundreds of Colombian chil­

dren is carried through the streets of Bogota from the cathe­

dral to the Basilica of National Vow.

In 1968, the Colombian ambassador to the Vatican
in an address on this occasion expressed thanks to
God because 'the Republic had been guided and elevated
lffrom the very moment in which His Heart was incor­
porated into the existence and even the essence of
the nation •••• If The Apostolic Administrator pro­
nounced the blessing on the sacred enclave, while in
the backgrolmd the military bands softly played the
national anthem. The president in a fervent prayer
then renewed the consecration of the Republic to the
Sacred Hearto17
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The Twentieth Century: 193Q-1960

From le$6 until 1930, the Conservative party relied

heavily on the influence of the Archbishop of Colombia in

its choice of candidates for presidential election. In the

election of 1930, there was a split in the Conservative Party

and the Archbishop, after first supporting one candidate, saw

that the other was gaining in popularity and so, switched his

support to the second. As a result, the Liberal, Enrique

Olaya Herrera won and the election marked the first time a

fundamental change in executive power was achieved without

violence. le
During the nineteenth century, as was previously

described, the Liberals had extended suffrage, improved the

educational system somewhat and made abortive attempts to

curtail the power of the Church. By the 1930's, although

still dominated by an elite sector of the society, the Party's

main interest was in social and economic reform. The change

in their emphasis was due to the influence of European liberal~

ism and to the international. depression of the 1930's. The

decrease in foreign investment and the drop in the export

market prompted a period of industrialization and import­

substitution in Colombia which created a new interest

in the working class.

Olaya passed legislation to bring about reforms in

education and housing and then was succeeded in 1934 by a

far more determined Liberal reformer, Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo.
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Lopezts aim was to meet the demands of groups that would

serve as a counter-weight to the demands of the Church,

the army and the campesinos. He planned to reduce the in­

fluence of the Church in education and the electoral process.

He also hoped to organize urban labour and promote indus-

trial growth through import-substitution industries in order

to produce a new class of industrialists whose power would

soon supercede the power of traditional authorities. 19

In the Constitutional Codification of 1936, which was

the basis for Lopez's reforms, no mention was made of the

Roman Catholic religion being the national religion of Colom­

bia. Religious associations were reduced to the legal status

of other associations and priests were excluded from holding

office. He also opened the possibility of taxing Church

property. In the end, the laws of 1936 did little to alter

the actual influence of the Church.

Lopez did manage to legislate a graduated income tax

(which had little effect on the unequal distribution of

wealth), and introduce new labour laws. But wages remained

low. The expansion of the school system failed to keep pace

with population growth, and clerical influence over textbooks

and curriculum remained. There was some effort to redistri­

bute land but little was achieved. 20 In all, there was a

persistent disparity between policy enactments in the 1930's

and their enforcement in Colombian society.21

The proposed reforms did however, look threatening
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enough to revive anti-Liberal hostility and convinced the

Conservatives to publish a directive against the Liberals

on March 17, 1936. On the same day, the Archbishop issued

a protest similar in tone stating that if the situation

called for the Church to fight for justice, it would not

remain passive. r~ny Conservatives argued that the amend­

ments of 1936 would promote a battle that would be basically

a contest between Christ and Lenin. 22

In 1938, the Liberals won again but their leader 'tJas

the more moderate Eduardo Santos. The revisions begun by

Lopez in 1936 resulted in a new Concordat with the Vatican

signed in 1942 which modified the Concordat of 1888e As a

result, the Church lost much of its formal control over

education. Only Colombian nationals were eligible to become

ranking prelates in the local hierarchy and the Colombian

president had the right to approve or disapprove appointments

of bishops and archbishops who had to swear allegiance to

the Colombian state before taking office. There was, however,

little change in the Church's position in a political sense.

The government exercised only weak control over education and

the Liberals gradually became more accomodating to the Church.

By 1942, only some local parish priests clung to their historic

hostility and refused to accept the apparent conciliation of

the Liberals.

Lopez won again in 1942 but his Revolucion en Marcha

had lost most of its thrust during the four years of Santo's
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government. A changed and beaten man, threatened by scandal,

he resigned in 1945. 24

In the elections of 1946, the Liberal Party became

wary of reforms going too far and split over the candidacy

of Gabriel Turbay and the more revolutionary Jorge Eliecer

Gaitan. Consequently, the Conservative, r~riano Ospina Perez

won the presidency backed by a minority government. Gaitan,

the son of lower class parents, was seen as the leader of the

underprivileged and all opponents of the oligarchy. A spell­

binding orator and none of the most powerful agitators in

Latin American historytl25 he continued to dominate the poli­

tical scene despite his defeat. The social and economic

problems of Colombia a't the time, contributed to his appeal

and his popularity soared. With the prospect of having to

wait until 1950 for another election, worker and peasant

discontent erupted into smoldering violence. 26

La Violencia

On April 9, 1948, Gaitan was assassinated on a street

in Bogota. The incident cracked open the thin veneer of

civilization in Colombia and for the next ten years, the

country was torn by an acephalous, bloody civil war. which

resulted in a death toll which is estimated from between

200,000 and 500,000. It was in the words of Norman Bailey,

n••• a phenomenon of unparalled ferocity in modern times,

insofar as movements at least to some extent spontaneous are

concerned. n27
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At first, the violence was dominated by traditional

Libera~-Conservativehatreds but as the years passed, it

reached its height in areas where cash crops were produced

and where there had been a recent influx of migrants -areas

where the traditional social structure had been underminded.

La violencia was in part, a crisis of modernization brought

on by the structural barriers to upward mobility in Colombian

society.28

Both parties claimed that Gaitan's death was a

Communist plot planned to unleash a revolution and the attacks

on the Church, which were characteristically un-Colombian,

did point to Communist involvement. Churches, convents,

ecclesiastical colleges, schools and institutions were burned.

Priests were beaten and stoned to death. The leaders of the

initial riots in Bogota announced over National Radio that

the priests were firing on the people from church roofs and

that the Archbishop was leading the attacks. The mob stormed

the Archbishop's palace destroying historic and sacred relics

and forcing the Archbishop to flee for his 1ife. 29

On the eve of the elections of 1949, the Archbishop

called for respect for all parties and urged the priests not

to be partisan. The parish priests, however, continued to

condone Conservative attacks on Liberals claiming that the

latter \'lere heretics and enemies of the Church who "\'lould

open the doors to immorality and Communism. n30 They preached

from the pulpit and admonished from the confessional that a
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vote for the Liberals was a sin. In some areas, Protes­

tants, who made up about two per cent of the population,

were the targets of violence but since most Protestants were

Liberal, it was hard to distinguish religious persecution

from political violence. 31

Laureano Gomez, the Conservative candidate, won the

election in 1949. He believed that Church and State were

inseparable and stated:

The political, social, moral, economic and educa­
tional doctrine is that which flows from its
natural fountain-head, the Roman Catholic apos­
tolate religion. • • .32

Until 1953, he headed a ruthless dictatorship modelled after

Franco's in Spain, taking refuge behind the Catholic Church

to maintain a strong enough hold on the people to remain in

power. 33

It was during Gomez's term in office that the Union

de Trabajadores Colombianos (UTC), a Church-supported, passive

and submissive labour union was created to counteract the

groWing influence of Communists in the Confederacion de Tra­

bajadores de Colombia (CTC). The UTC was openly accused in

the early 50's of promoting the interests of industrialists

and the Colombian oligarchy rather than those of the workers

it was organized to represent. 34

The hierarchy of the Church did make several efforts

to ameliorate and abate the violence. The Conservative Party

began to issue cards carrying Gomez's picture testifying that

the bearer was Conservative and that his life, property and



30

family were thus to be protected. Possessors of the cards

had to first swear an oath before a priest that they were

indeed Conservative. The Archbishop threatened suspension

for any priest involved in these ceremonies.

In mid 1952, the Church co-operated in the abortive

nCrusade f'or Peace l1 and in 1953, many priests and bishops

were members of the nCommittees for PacificationU which worked

to decrease partisanship and promote the idea of a coalition

government. The efforts were hampered by the lack of dis­

cipline within the Church and even more, by its historic

involvement in partisan politics. In 1955, a Colombian his-

torian wrote:

We all just let it go on, because we did not hear
the weeping of wounded children, and because the
river of blood did not physically reach up about
our. feet! These hundreds of thousands of dead, of
exiled, of fugitives, killed or shriveled the souls
of everyone. But especially they left their stain
on the only spiritual and political power that
might have been able to disarm the government and
the parties. In place of religious and human reasons,
the Church prefered "Political Reason".35

Gomez's regime was overthrown in a military coup by

General Gustavo Rojas Pinil1a in a coup on June 13, 1953.

The dictator's authoritarian regime forced the violence to

subside somewhat and his offer of amnesty was accepted by

hundreds of partisan fighters in rural areas.

Rojas knew the importance of backing by the Church

and eight days after he took over, the Archbishop endorsed

his regime calling it a Christian and legitimate government.
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Rojas himself referred to his regime as the flNational Chris­

tian ~,iovement of the 13th of June fl36 and favoured a return

to pre-1936 Church-State relationse 37

By 1957, demonstrations and civil strikes protesting

the repression and violence of Rojas's regime were commone

The majority of Colombians had turned against the dictator.

Even students at the conservative Jesuit University in Bogota

were prominent leaders in street demonstrations. 38 But the

Church and the army were still officially backing Rojas. How­

ever, Rojas's plan to create a state labour movement that

would interfere with the Church-controlled UTC, put his regime

in an increasingly precarious position. 39

Early in ~fuy, a priest in a fashionable district of

Bogota preached that all Roman Catholics must fight criminals-­

especially those imposed from above. The people left the mass

chanting nCristo, 5i - Rojas, no! n Before the Church was

empty, the police attacked with tear gas and a few days later,

the Church officially withdrew its support from the regime.

On May la, the armed forces followed sUit, Rojas was exiled

and a ten man junta took over the government. 40 On December 1,

1957, a plebiscite was held and the codification of 1936

regarding the Church was reversed. 41

The Church and the_Indians

The principal motive that urges us to make new dis­
coveries is the preaching and diffusion of the
Catholic Faith, so that the Indians might be educated
and live in peace and order. 42

(Philip II of Spain, 1753)
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The Church has historically regarded the elites of

Colombia to be worthy of special consideration. The poor

have been treated paternalistically but the Indians have been

relegated to a sUb-human catego~J by virtually all of Colom­

bian society. In the years before independence, Spain used

the Church to transmit the Spanish culture and the idea of

Spanish political ascendancy to the indigenous peoples of

Colombia. After the first and often bloody battles to con-

quer the region were over, the Dominicans, Franciscans,

Jesuits, Agustinians, Capuchins and other orders moved in to

begin their civilizing missions and to spread the Christian

gospal. 43 The conversion of the Indian and his integration

into Spanish culture raised fundamental philosophical and

theological questions for the clergy. They wanted the Indian

to become Catholic but, was he rational enough to be entitled

to the protection provided by Spanish LawZ44

Although the conservative Colombian historian Jesus

Henao consistantly refers to the sacrifices made by the

missionaries and their efforts on behalf of the Indians to

temper the despotism of the conquerors, most other historians

and even theologians are far more critical. uConversionu 'Nas

often so rapid that the Indians, never really Christianized,

retained many of their old concepts and continued to worship

their ancient gods in secrecy.45 Between 1824 and 1831, the

Franciscan friars alone baptized over one million Indians

often as many as 1,500 in a single day. Severe physical
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punishment 't'las employed to eliminate ttheathen tf practices

among the Indians. Their temples were torn down and idols

were burned or smash~d.46 IfThe Indians 'Nere never really

taught to be much more than helpless, dependent children. u47

The Spanish conquerors were faced with a shortage

of labour to cultivate the land and work in the mines so

each settler was given a number of Indians to work for him.

The Indians were given moral and religious instructions in

return for their services. The natives apportioned to the

Spanish '!tlera called encomiend..§. and were not slaves but sons

did have an obligation to succeed their father in working

for the owner or encomiendero. The lands were considered to

be the property of the crown and in return for their use,

the ~comiendero 't1as obliged to give military service when

requested. The abuses of Indian labourers were so great that

the Spanish government began to phase out the system in 1542. 48

The Church received vast tracts of land and a per­

manent system of labour tribute maintained a steady supply

of workers. 49 ~funy churches, monasteries and religious houses

were built by forced labour and although the Church cannot

be held responsible for the creation of the latifundio~ the

concentrated ownership of so much land discouraged immigration.

Ecclesiastical tithes added further to the burden of the

Indians as well as the rest of the population. 50 The his­

torian Clarence Haring concluded:

vfuatever may have been the services of the Church
in maintaining and spreading the Christian religion
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and in gradually weaning the Indians from barbarism,
there can be little doubt that in certain respects
the ecclesiastical establishment ••• was a burden
upon the colonies.51

Simon Bolivar, the Liberator of Colombia, decreed

that land should be returned to the Indians but maEt of the

natives, with no :idea of the values of their property, quickly sold

their p1Dts fur a f:igurative bottle of rum. The land was integrated

into 1atifundios and they became peons or tenants~ Church

lands were scarcely touched until the Liberal reforms of

1861 when they were sold in blocs to the wealthy creating a

new landed aristocracy.52

Political quarrels caused the Jesuits to be expelled

in 1767. They were allowed to return in 1815 but were expelled

twice more until their final return in 1886. Each time, their

departure resulted in a socio-cultural regression among the

Indians and the educational system suffered most~53

The Concordat of 1888 states that:

Agreements· between the Holy See and the government
of Colombia for the encouragement of Catholic Missions
among the barbarian tribes will reqUire no additional
approval on the part of Congress.54

In 1902, a convention concerning missions was negotiated with

the government. The Church was to receive $75,000 annually

and was to be given lands for cultivation and pasturage in

order to assist in its efforts to spread culture and civili­

zation in Indian regions. 55

During the height of the Protestant persecutions, the

Treaty on r'fissions was negotiated with the Vatican in 1953
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allowing only Roman Catholic mission activity in areas

designated as Catholic ~lission Territories. Seventy per

cent of Colombian territory and about twelve per cent of

the population was put under the temporal as well as spiritual
56control of the Church. The Chief Prelates of the ~tissions

were given the right to run all educational institutions in

the areas and to appoint and dismiss teachers. All lands

needed by the Church for agriculture were to be granted to

the missions.

Civil functionaries for M~ission territories will
be appointed from among those who can be recom­
mended from every point of view and who are known
to be favourable to the Missions and the ~tissionary

religious • • • • The complaint of the Head of a
Mission shall be sufficient cause for the dismis­
sal of employees of the Government if the facts
are proved.54

In 1972, Victor Daniel Bonilla published a book Ser­

vants of God or ~~sters of Men? - the story of a Capuchin- -
Mission at Sibundoy in the Amazonian state of Putumayo. The

book is the history of a mission run by priests with a deep­

rooted scorn for all things Indian who regarded their charges

nas badly brought -up children with certain evil tendencies. n58

The Capuchins tried unsuccessfully to have the book suppressed

first by the Colombian hierarchy and later by the Vatican.

However, when the editor of El Catholicismo, the Catholic

\'leekly, called it ITa brave and vwrthy work", he was fired and

the newspaper was used by the missionaries to launch a counter­

attack. 59
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Their cruelty, both intentional and unintentional,

alarmed even the white settlers in the area and in 1930, one

reported:

The natives had to provide the monastery with wood
for fuel, othe~1ise off to the cepol They had to
work on its farms, otherwise off to the ~1 If
they didn't pay their first fruits (ffighty paires
[about 200 kilos) of maize), then off to the ce~ol
If they didn't marry when they were supposed to,
then off to the cepo without more ado260

As the monstery prospered, the people were gradually

destroyed by liquor, ritual suicides and infant mortality

rates sometimes exceeding fifty per cent. A hospital was

established in the district but the cost of medical care

was more than the majority of Indians could afford. In his

capacity as a member of the governing board of the Colombian

Institute of Agarain Reform (INCORA), Camilo Torres called

Sibundoy "a classic case of the Church's having yielded to

the temptations of economic and political power. 1161

The Church and Education
-.AU '" --

The Church has been the major influence in education

in Colombia and the inadequacy of the educational system

today is, in large measure, due to the historic role of the

Church. Because of its international ties, the education

offered by the Church was usually imported from more developed

nations and not geared to national needs. The battle against

Protestant influences further retarded the growth of an

adequate educational system. After independence, the state
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gradually took more control but until the 1960's, the

Church was still the most important force in the field of

education. However, not all the clergy were reactionary

and in the 1940's, the efforts of one priest put the Church

in the vanguard position in the fight against illiteracy.

Early Histon

In the universities, colleges, schools and other
centres of learning, education and public instruc­
tion will be organized and directed in conformity
'With the dogmas and morals of the Catholic Religion•• ""
• • " The government will prevent, in the conduct of.
literary and scientific courses, and, in general, in
all branches of instruction, the propagation of ideas
contrary to Catholic dogmas and to the respect and
veneration due the Church.

(Articles 12 and 13, Concordat of 18$$)

The Catholic educational system in Colombia is the

largest in Latin America. From the 1500's until independence

in 1821, the Church was the principal authority in education.

The Spanish Crown did contribute funds to be used in educa-·

ting the Indians and the major thrust of education was

conversion. Although there was no rift in the clergy com­

parable to the division which began in the 1960's, some

clerics in the early colonial years did try to change the

Church's attitude to the education of the Indians. In 1582,

an archbishop in Colombia founded a seminary to train Indian

clerics but bitter opposition from the Spanish-born aristo­

cracy and the Creoles forced the institution to close four

years later. 62
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Secondary education was almost exclusively religious

during the colonial period and pure Spanish origin was an

explicit condition for admission in virtually all of these

schools. 63 By the nineteenth century, even the Conserva­

tives wanted some secularization of education but the Church

stood firmly against state interference and its virtual mono-

poly in higher education discouraged the possibility of

scientific advancement.

The principle that education was a responsibility of

the state was accepted in 1821 and in the second half of the

nineteenth century, the public school system made great advances.

In 1843, there were 491 public schools and 712 private insti­

tutions. By 1893, public schools had increased to 1,221 while

private schools declined to 624. Of the 83,626 pupils enrolled

in schools in Colombia, 66,174 were attending public schools.

Although a Jesuit university had existed since 1622, and other

religious orders established universities in the 1700's, it

was not until 1868 that a national university was founded. 64

In 1903 and 1904, legislation was passed making ele­

mentary schooling free but it was not until 1927 that it was

made compulsory and then, only if a school was within two and

a half kilometers. By 1924, ninety per cent of the 6.5

million Colombians were still illiterate and only 17,000 were

enrolled in secondary schools. 65 From 1912 to 1927, expen­

diture on education quadrupled and enrollment more than doubled

but at least two thirds of Colombian children were still not
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attending any educational institution. Literacy did not

increase greatly but more attention was being given to agri­

cultural, industrial and business training. 66 The influence

of the Church prevented women from attending secondary schools

until 1934. 67

Lopez's regime in the 1930's was especially impor­

tant in the extension of education. There "VJas a disestablish-

ment of formal Roman Catholic control over schools and an

increase in state inspection and regulation of the educational

system. However, there was no denial of the Church's rights

over moral education in all schools or of its rights in

private education in general. It was largely due to the

efforts of Liberal regimes that illiteracy rates dropped to

47.7 per cent by 1951. 68

In her efforts to educate the Indians, the Church was

particularly insensitive and unsuccessful. The natives took

refuge in the otherworldliness presented to them by the

indoctrinating priests. They became fatalistic, indolent and

submissive to upper classes. "This Christ-centred cult of

death led to attitudes of contempt for life on earth, asceti-

cism, and passivity among believers~69

In the early 1900's, in the Amazon area, education

took place in "orphan<.Ageslt in which the children from near-by

tribes were incarcerated. A mission report stated: "The

opposition of the parents is a terrible problem; it can only

be overcome by force of promises and flattery.1I70 After
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fifty years of the Capuchin Ministry in Sibundoy, the terri­

tory had only primary schools and two teachers' training

colleges. The Indians were limited to four years of education

and, because of the Convention of Missions, the state, even

if it was willing, was unable to better the educational

system. 71 In 1952, 10.5 million pesos were granted to the

heads of missions for elementary schools but only if they

wished to seek government recognition were they forced to

conform to the public curriculum. 72

The influence of the Church over education was far

greater than was evident in the Concordat. Representatives

of the Church were almost always found in official and semi­

official organizations concerned with educational decision­

making, and teaching was the most important activity of

several of the larger orders. 73

Traditionally, the Church's major concern in educaUDn

has been to teach the politically influential classes. Protes­

tant schools attempted to challenge the Catholic educational

monopoly, but foun:iit difficult to o\m'come Catholic opposition. 74 In

1876, a new educational policy allowed the establishment of

normal schools under German Protestant teachers -- a move

which precipitated a civil war in the southern part of the

country.75 Rojas Pinilla encouraged and abetted the per­

secution of the Protestants claiming that only those meddling

in politics were harmed. In the mid 50's, parents with

children attending Protestant schools were threatened with
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excommunication but the nearly fifty per cent Roman Catholic

enrollment in those schools which remained in operation did

not decrease. 76 By 1959, however, more than 200 Protestant

schools had been forced to close. 77

A great deal of the blame for Colombia's poor system

of education must go to the state which has historically

been all too willing to leave this essential field in the

hands of the Church. Although a public school system began

in the late 1860's, parochial schools vastly ~outnumber those

which are state run. From 1951 to 1960, private schools

increased from 856 to 2,277. During the same period, there

was no increase in the number of public schools. 78 As a

result, three quarters of the secondary schools in the country

in the 1960's were run by the Church, catering to upper and

middle class students able to afford the fees. 79 Rural areas

have also been traditionally neglected by the Church and in

the 1950's, only seven per cent of the priests and nuns working

in the educational system were employed in rural areas. These

few were working mainly on the Capuchin missions in the

Guajira and Putumayo regionse SO

A few priests have been aware of the problems of the

educational system and have tried to rectify it somewhat. In

the 'early 40's, Father r~iguel Geraldo Salazar, pastor of the

wealthiest parish in Medellin, collected enough money from

his parishioners to endow over thirty schools to provide

basic education, religious training and hot lunches for the

poor. Sl
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A far more constructive reform program, and the most

innovative in Colombian history, was Qegun by Father Jose

Joaquin Salcedo when he founded Accion Cultural Popular (ACPO)

in 1948. The wide dispersion of population in Colombia re­

sults in both geographical and cultural isolation. lVhen Father

Salcedo arrived at his parish, a town called Sutatenza in

1947, he found a primitive village whose inhabitants were

mainly illiterate and showed no interests in learning.

Funded partially by private donations and helped by

contributions from the Church, he began a system of radio

schools. A Boy's Institute, able to train 125 boys for com­

munity leadership in the literacy program, was founded in

1954 and was followed in 1956 by the construction of the Girls'

Institute which can accomodate 200 pupils. The trained leaders

return to their villages where their job is to transcribe

into writing the lessons received over the radio for the

rest of the students. In 1958, he began the publication of

El Campesino, a semi-official Catholic weekly dealing with

the problems of Colombia's peasants. By 1965, 28,535 schools

had 240,915 registered students -- three per cent of the

rural population. 82

As well as giving religious instruction, the schools

promote social change. Surveys show that where the schools

are active, hygiene, nutrition, living accomodations and

agriCUltural methods improve. Acceptance or rejection of

change was heavily influenced by the attitude of the local
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priest, and studies have documented that improvements are

greatest in areas where the local priest was directly in­

volved in the schools. The changes, however, were seen in

a better mode of living rather than an improved standard of

living. B3

In the 1960's the schools suffered added problems

with the influx of cheap Japanese transister radios smuggled

in from Venezuela. It became harder to get the peasant to

buy the more expensive ACPO fixed frequency receivers and

many with ACPO receivers learned to alter them to receive

other stations. In 1970, the schools reached only .5 per

cent of the rural population and had made no effort to

minister to the needs of the increasing numbers of urban

poor. 84 The entire ACPO program is now denounced by pro­

gressive reformers for vieWing underdevelopment as a defi­

ciency of individual resources which each person Willing to

make the effort, can overaome. Although the Radio Schools

of Sutatenza are Widely criticized for being the epitome of

a conservative literacy program, Father Salcedo's efforts

drew attention to the beginning of a trend among many younger

priests who were concerned with social conditions in Colombia

and who displayed an unwillingness to align themselves with

the conservative oligarchy.

The Beginnings of Change

• in conformity with the order established by
God ••• there should be in human society, princes
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and subjects, patrons and proletariat, rich and
poor, lear~ed and ignorant, nobles and plebeians~

(Pope Pius X, 1903)85

Until the late 1950 Ts,the hierarchy of the Colombian

Church \'Jas an important part of the ruling oligarchy~ In

its dealings with the elite, it played the role of political

bargainer struggling with fierce determination to maintain

its own privileged position and its control over the country.

To the masses, it emphasized the love of Christ and the promise

of heavenly bliss~ The pulpit, the confessional and the threat

of excommunication were powerful weapons in its demands for

obedience. The misery of the people's temporal existence

was something to be passively and fatalistically endured.

Orphanages, hospitals and soup kitchens run by the Church were

paternalistic, palliative measures that did not and were never

intended to bring structural reform. From the infallible Pope

to the village priest, the Church conditioned the masses to

an unquestioning submission to authority_

The official change in this attitude began in 1958

when the Conse~vatives and Liberals agreed to establish a

National Front in which they would alternate power for four

year terms. :Horal degeneration \'Jas so great that the Church,

the one institution uniting virtually all Colombians, was

relied upon to mobilize support for a new type of political

regime and a new standard of political behaviour. 86 The

agreement, which would last until 1974, was an effort to
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de-politicize the masses. By ensuring a degree of relative

political stability, it ulso effectively reduced the Church's

role in partisan politics, freeing it to act as an agent for

reform. By the late 1950's, the Liberal Party and the Church

had reached a concensus and soon became the most vocal agi­

tators for agrarian reform. S7

The death of the conservative Archbishop Luque San­

chez in 1959 and his replacement by the more moderate Luis

Concha Cordoba, inaugurated a new approach to Prostestantism.

Violence against Protestants was replaced by intensive pro­

~sof indoctrination to make Colombian Catholics impervious

to Protestant propaganda. Both churches joined forces in

several conferences to devise methods to combat communism

but the most important effect of the ecumenical co-operation

was the spread of the Protestant concern for social services

and an improved standard of living for the masses. 8S

The growing shortage of clergy and the threat of

spreading Protestantism prompted the Latin American bishops

to establish the Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano (CELM~)

in 1955. Before this, "Latin American bishops lived in

isolated self-assurance 1l89 believing that since there was

no need for new ideas, there was no need to meet to exchange

them. The Vatican set up the Secretariat-of CEL~1 in the

conservative stronghold of Bogota rather than Santiago, the

centre of liberalism. 90 However, the orientation of CELAM

shifted in 1959 when Dom Helder Camara, to whom Pope Paul VI
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affectionately referred as limy Communist bishopll,9l 'Was

elected vice-president. Although CEL~~ has only persuasive

authority over the bishops, its liberalizing and progressive

influence grew to substantial proportions in the 1960's.

The greatest influence on the Colombian Church has

not, however, come from within the country or from within

Latin kJerica. To the surprise of many, the elderly Pope

John XXIII proved to be a force for change that within the

Catholic context can be termed radical. In a country like

Colombia where the organization and discipline within the

Church has been traditionally weak, only changes from the

Vatican carry enough force to reach the local clergy, a large

proportion of whom are foreign and report directly to their

superiors abroad. In order to see the effects of these

reforms, it is necessary first to make a brief examination

of the papal encyclicals.
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CHAPTER III

THE CHANGES DIRECTED BY THE VATICAN

Introduction

Although not all the encyclicals quoted in this

chapter bear direct reference to Colombia, they are important

to this paper because they illustrate the growth of official

Roman Catholic policy from a concern for the poor in general

to a later concern for developing countries. It is necessary

to have a grasp of these developments in official policy in

order to understand the revisions in the stance taken by the

Colombian hierarchy in the late 1960's and early 1970's.

More important, the new direction prompted by the Vatican

intensified the split in the Colombian Church by giving some

degree of official backing to the growing numbers of pro­

.gress:ive clergy.

The early encyclicals concerned with social justice

dealt mainly with the plight of the working class in developed

nations and although the Popes displayed sympathy for their

miserable situation, the advice offered the poor was to

resign themselves to their lot, accepting that a marked

disparity of wealth in a society was part of God's plan. The

rich were exhorted to display charity and generosity in

accordance with Christian teachings.

Under the guidance of Pope John XXIII, the Church
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made some dramatic changes in her attitude to social prob­

lems. ffuter et bfugistra, Pacem in T~rris and some of the

documents of Vatican II expressed the Church's horror over

the unjust international order and encouraged efforts to

create a more humane existence for the two thirds of mankind

living in the Third World. In 1967, Pope Paul VI following

his predecessor's line: published the encyclical Popul~rum

Progressio which dealt specifically with the problems of

underdevelopment.

The changes directed by the Vatican were accepted

with varying degrees of enthusiasm. As might be expected,

the Colombian hierarchy was the most reluctant in Latin

America to promote the new direction the national Churches

were encouraged to take.

The Earll Encyclicals

Although it was not until the 1960's that the Church

began to revise her attitude toward the temporal order, there

were some encyclicals in the 1800's and early 1900's which

expressed concern for social welfare. The most notable was

Pope Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum on "The Condition of the 1.'10rking

Class u , published in r:fuy 1891. In a vehement denunciation of

laissez-faire capitalism, this document pointed out the

injustice of a system ""hich created the "enormous fortunes

of some £e\'/ individuals, and the utter poverty of the masses. ,,1

It was not, however, a denunciation of capitalism per

se and socialists 'V'lere labelled as "crafty agitators •••



54

intent on [trying] to pervert man's jUdgements and to stir

the people up to revolt~lt2 Private property was emphasized

to be a just and natural right and equality would only mean

Uthe levelling down of all to a like condition of misery and

degradation. 1t3

The solution the Church offered to the unjust con­

ditions of the time was one of paternali.sm and Christian love.

Class conflict was stated to be unnatural and where such

conflict erupts,

••• there is no intermediary more powerful than
Religion (where of the Church is the interpreter
and guardian) in drawing the rich and the poor
bread-winners, together, by reminding each class
of its duties to the other and especially of the
obligations of justice.4

Christian precepts would keep down the pride of the

rich and incline the poor to "meek resignation" creating

conditions where the Urich and poor (Will) join hands in

friendly concord. ,,5 Authority was derived from God and

should be exercised 'Nith a "fatherly solicitude If. 6 \vorkers

must have fair hours, just wages, proper sanitation and good

working conditions and should be "specially cared for and

protected by the Government. lt7 In return, they were instructed

not to riot or revolt but to give good work and obedienceS and

in order to keep from being exploited, they should form

labour unions. However, the unions must be organized to Upay

special and chief attention to the duties of religion and

morality. 119
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In ~fuy 1931, Pope Pius XI published a follow-up

to Rerum Novarul1!, Quadragesimo Anno, a.n encyclical nOn Recon­

structing the Social Ordertr • Free competition as the deciding

factor in economic life was deplored but the major thrust was

a condemnation of Marxist socialism. While private property

"'las defended, this encyclical expressed the idea "that men

must consider in this matter not only their own advantage but

also the common good. ulO

The document stated that:

• 0 0 economic dictatorship nas supplanted the free
market; unbridled ambition for power has likewise
succeeded greed for gain; all economic life has
become tragically hard, inexorable and cruel.ll

It went on to say:

• • • And as to international relations, two different
streams have issued from the one fountain-head: On
the one hand, economic nationalism or even economic
imperialism; on the other, a no less deadly and accursed
internationalism of finance or international imperial­
ism whose country is where profit is •• 0 .12

Again, a solution to the injustice was offered and that solu­

tion was to adhere to Christian social philosopt~.

The only encyclicals of this period directed specifi­

cally to the Third World were those pleading for justice for

the Indians. Pope Benedict XIV published one in 1741 which

was followed up by Pope Pius X's b9crimabili Statu in 1912.

Pope Pius stated:

Indeed when we consider the crimes and misdeeds
which still are commonly done against them, our
mind is stricken with horror and we feel the deepest
pity for that unhappy race.13

The cruelty toward the Indians was attributed to a combination
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of greed and the climate Ito 0 • which infects the blood

with a certain langour and enfeebles strength of character. •

• • ,,14 vVhile both Benedict and Pius condemned acts of vio-

lence against the Indians and any efforts to deprive them of

their liberty, their attitude remained paternalistic and no

effort was made to equip the Indian better to defend himself

against the onslaught of the conquering civilization. Again,

Christian charity was relied upon to right the wrongs.

The Change in the Va~~

In the early 1900's in France, concern was expressed

by some priests for the lack of Christianization in the masses

and in 1940's, the first worker-priest went to work as a

docker in M~rseilles. As the movement grew, it came into

increasing conflict with Rome and in 1954, Pope Pius XII

ordered all worker-priests to leave their secular jobs. The

Pope's major concern was that direct involvement with the

working-class would promote the ideas of ~~rxism. Although

the movement suffered a great set-back in the mid-50's, it

did not disappear and worker-priests throughout the world

continue their efforts to understand the problems of the

working class and to spread ChristianitYo15

The efforts of the worker-priests, especially in

France and Belgium, coupled with the work of theologians like

Emmanual Mounier and Henri de LUbac, contributed greatly to

the idea that the Church should offer more than submission,

confession and absolution to the solution of human problems.
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lihen John XXIII became Pope in 1958, he brought to the office

"a profound awareness of the gUlf between the contemporary

problems of the world and the inward-looking attitudes at

Rome. n16 He ~Jas convinced that the Church needed to make

an agonizing reappraisal.

The encyclical tfuter et ~mgistra, published in ~~y

1961, was directed specifically to the problems of interna­

tional social justice and the need to right the wrongs of

the international system.

We all share responsibility for the fact that popu­
lations are undernourished. (therefore J it is
necessary to arouse a sense of responsibility in
individuals and generally, especially among those
more blessed with this world's goods. 17

I'Tater' at Hagistra advised that agricultural goods

be equitably distributed but that such emergency aid would

not eliminate the problem of inequality. Workers in develop­

ing nations must be helped to acquire. technical skills and

professional competence~

Moreover, economically developed countries should
take particular care lest, in giving aid to poorer
countries, they endeavor to turn the prevailing
political situation to their own advantage and seek
to dominate them.IS

Such domination would be but a new form of colonialism and

therefore, political disinterest was urged to be an essential

part of aid-giving.

In discussing the population problem, the document

acknowledged that the population explosion often Wipes out

the effects of development in underdeveloped countries.
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living does not advance and may even deteriorate. tr19 Although

it is almost inevitable that the situation will get worse,

Catholics were warned that the solution could not be found

in the use of artificial means of birth control. The Pope

put his faith in God?s goodness and man?s reason and ingenuity

to extend his mastery over nature by scientific and technical

means. 20

The solution to the problems outlined in l~ter et

~istrawas an all-out attack on inequality, social injustice,

poverty and human degradation and the effort to establish a

ne'\'l order was not limited only to Catholics. "Toward its

fulfillment we exhort not only our brothers and sons every­

\rIhere, but all men of good '\'Jill. ,,21

In a pronouncement that was surprising to those who

saw the Church was an institution existing in an ivory tower

far removed from the problems of secular life, section 222

stated:

Hence, though Holy Church has the special task of
sanctifying souls and making them partake of super­
natural goods, she is also solicitous for the needs
of man's daily life, not merely those having to do
with bodily nourishment and the material side of
life, but those also that concern prosperity and
culture in all its many aspects and historical
stages.2~

The encyclical also urged that social doctrine be a

required item in the curriculum of Catholic schools and

particularly in seminaries. Catholic newspapers, periodicals,
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and radio and television programs were asked to help heighten

awareness and laymen were urged to become a bridge between

the Church and the modern world. 23

Pope John's second major encyclical on the problems

of international disparity is Pacem in Terris, published in

April 1963. It dealt with political evolution and supported

the idea of a world government, which moral law demands and

stated that the nations of the world must be subordinate to

the common good of- all mankind.

It, too, stressed the need for liberty in developing

countries and warned that wealthier states

• • • in providing varied forms of assistance to
the poorer, should respect the moral values and
ethnic characteristics peculiar to each, and also
that they should avoid any intention of political
domination. 24

If, however, political domination should occur, he quoted

Pius XII in saying:

Violence has always achieved only destruction, not
construction; the kindling of passions, not their
pacification; the accumulation of hate and ruin,
not the reconciliation of the contending parties. 25

Pope Pius XII placed a great emphasis on the dangers

and errors of communism. In contrast, Pope John XXIII put ills

hope in the promise of fruitful dialogue with those adhering

to different ideologies. In both Mater et Magistra and

Eacem in Terris, there was no condemnation of communism and

inflammatory language was studiously avoided when making

reference to it. For the first time, the United Nations and

its intergovernmental agencies were praised despite the fact
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that its membership includes communists. 26 Hope was expres­

sed that communist regimes would change and when they do,

that the Church would be there to fill the vacuum. T:~ny saw

the absence of attack as proof that the "international left!!

had made its impact on even the Vatican but the change in

tone really marked the beginning of new tactics. The Church

no longer aimed to suppress war or communism but to encourage

social changes that would remove the causes for both. 27

Vatican II

On Pope John XXIII's initiative, steps were taken to

set up the Second Vatican Council to discuss the Haggiornamento tl

(an Italian word meaning bringing up to date) of the Church.

Between 1963 and 1965, meetings were held which eventually

produced sixteen texts. At first, the press reported the

sessions as a battle between conservatives and progressives

but by the end of the first session, it was apparent that

the majority of the 2,500 bishops in attendance were pushing

for reform~ They wanted a revision of the hierarchy within

the Church and a change in the Church's relations with the

modern world. A broad, if guarded sympathy with the forces

of liberal humanism was eVident. 28

The Latin American Church has long had a reputation

for political and theological conservatism but the 600 Latin

American bishops at the conference including the representatives

from Colombia, did not present a united conservative front.
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About 100 were decidedly progressive from the beginning and

the others voted almost consistently on the progressive side. 29

The greatest influence on the Church's relations with

the Third World was found in the npastoral Constitution on

the Church in the Modern World u • The document recognized that

social, cultural, moral and religious transformations have

taken place and the Church no longer belittled these changes,

but faced up to the need to humanize as well as spiritualize

earthly life. For the first time, the Church acknowledged

that although she had much to offer the world, the world had

much to offer her --that the Church must listen to the world

before she can speak to it. 30

The Pastoral Constitution began by describing the

conditions that exist today.

Never has the human race enjoyed such an abundance
of wealth, resources, and economic power. Yet a huge
proportion of the world's citizens is still tormented
by hunger and poverty, while countless numbers suffer
from total illiteracy.31

The gap between developed and underdeveloped nations was

underlined and it was pointed out 'that despite some efforts,

the poorer nations "continually fall behind while very often

their dependence on wealthier nations deepens more rapidly,

even in the economic sphere. Tl32 The impact that technology,

urbanization and the abandoning of religion has had on

traditional societies was described as well as the generation

gap that this produced.

Further on it was stated:
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~ • • 'l,"le are at a moment in history when the
development of economic life could diminish social
inequalities if that development were guided and
co-ordinated in a reasonable and human way. Yet
all too often, it serves only to intensify the
inequalities. In some places, it even results in
a decline in the social status of the weak and in
contempt for the poor.

t~ile an enormous mass of people still lack
the absolute necessities of life, some, even in less
advanced countries, live sumptuously or sguander
wealth. Luxury and misery rub shoulders.33

Although no explicit solutions were offered to the

problem, the former reliance on paternalistic Christianity

was absent. It was warned that the international economic

system cannot be left under the control of a few wealthy

nations34 and that the practices of the modern business world

must undergo profound changes. 35

If an economic order is to be created which is
genuine and universal, there must be an abolition
of excess desire for profit, nationalistic preten­
sions, the lust for political domination, militar­
istic thinking, and in~rigues designed to spread
and impose ideologies.3 0

Developed countries must feel an obligation to increase efforts

for global development, working through international organ-

ization to coordinate and stimulate economic gr0\1th and

foster more just trade. The first draft of ltInternational

Co-operation in Economic Hatters", read that aid should be

accepted llNith complete honesty and gratitude ll • The word

"gratitude ll "laS later struck out on the grounds that aid is

a matter of justice. 37

Although international economic and social~structures

need to be reformed, developing countries were urged to become
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more self-reliant38--advice which echoes the Communist

Chinese view of development. The issue of violent revolu­

tion was skirted but it was affirmed that: fl1f a person is

in extreme necessity, he has the right to take from the riches

of others what he himself needs. n39 The government was charged

ivith the duty to prevent the misuse of private property but

there should be compensation for expropriation. 40 In contrast

to the anti-socialist stance of Quadragesimo Anno, approval

was given to social or welfare systems in both developed and

developing nationse 4l

The document was directed not just to Catholics, but

to the whole of humanity. Christians were asked to join with

the rest of mankind in the search for solutions to the social
42

problems of the world. Like Pope John's encyclicals, there

was no condemnation of communism and while atheism was rejec-

ted,

• • • the Church sincerely professes that all men,
believers and unbelievers alike, ought to work for
the rightful betterment of this world in which all
alike live. Such an ideal cannot be realized, how­
ever, apart from sincere and prudent dialogue.43

The growing interdependence of men on each other was

pointed out and this, it said, results in a need for each

social group to take into account the legitimate aspirations

of all men and to work to make everything necessary for a

truly human life available to all.

• • • a special obligation binds us to make our­
selves the neighbour of absolutely every person,
and of actively helping him when he comes across
our path. • • .44
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Respect and love ought to be extended also to
those who think or act differently than we do in
social, political and religious matters too.45

Not only pluralism in the world at large was accepted

but also pluralism within the Catholic Church. For the first

time, absolute authority was rejected and in a statement that

in effect opened the Church to dialogue with the world, the

text asserted:

Yet it happens rather frequently, and legitimately
so, that with equal sincerity some of the faithful
will disagree with others on a given matter • • • •
Hence it is necessary for people to remember that
no one is allowed in the aforementioned situations
to appropriate the Church's authority for his opin­
ion. They should always·try to enlighten one
another through honest discussion, preserving
mutual charity and caring above all for the common
good.46

An amiable separation of Church and state was approved

and there was no mention made of the need for Christian or

Catholic political parties. Democracy, where the free will

of the people determines the form of government and selects

the leaders was advocated. It is not surprising that the Church

chose to support democracy because in a democratic system, she

is guaranteed the most freedom to operate as she sees fit.

Although the Church ltmust in no way be confused with the

political community, nor bound to any political system",47

she had a duty to pass moral judgements on some political

regimes and on international problems like the arms race.

For laymen, however, the logical consequence to total

Christian commitment was political involvement and 'high praise
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was given to Catholics working to bring about social change.

The gap between the faith they professed and the lives that

most Catholics led was noted as one of their most serious

failings making them at least partly responsible for the

increase of atheism. 48 Seeking heavenly salvation did not

discharge them from their duty to work to reshape earthly

existence.

In the document on Christian education, the Church

reasserted the right to separate schools~

~~c the Church gives high praise to civil autho­
rities • ~ ~ that show regard for the pluralistic
character of modern society, and take into account
the right of religious liberty, by helping families
in such a way that in all schools the education of
their children can be carried out according to the
moral and religious convictions of each family.49

However, there was a new emphasis on the need for Catholic

schools to relate education to a pluralistic society and to

their duty to educate ll ••• students to promote effectively

the welfare of the earthly city. 1150

Pluralism was also a recognized fact in the "Decree

on the Missionary Activity of the Church". The emphasis of

the document was on proselytizing rather than on means to

better the lot of indigenous peoples, but for the first time,

the Church relinquished her religious monopoly. Ecumenism

was stressed and Catholic missions were urged to

• • • search out ways and means for bringing about
and directing fraternal co-operation as well as
harmonious living with the missionary undertakings
of other Christian communities.5l
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Vatican II suffered from a shortage of skilled

social scientists and economists working on the documents

as well as from the lack of an adequately developed theology

to deal with contemporary social and political problems. 52 It

has also been criticized for its too positive and hopeful

approach which is evident in statements like:

Now for the first time in human history, all people
are convinced that the benefits of culture ought to
be and actually can be extended to everyone.53

However, there was an absence of the kind of triumphal asser­

tions found in earlier encyclicals and for the first time)

the Church accepted a large measure of responsibility for

the conditions of the world. Although she made no attempt to

give answers to the problems, she did make efforts to define

her own position and to initiate a dialogue between the Church

and the world. 54 The spirit of Vatican II was new, creating

a vision of the Church as a servant and as Pope Paul said at

the closing ceremony of the Council, tithe idea of service

has been central. n55 The greatest effect of the Council

has been its encouragement of free discussion within the

Church. It has also stimulated a considerable proportion

of both clergy and laymen to seek a new synthesis between

their faith and the world they live in which has inspired a

changed conception of secular responsibility. ¥~ny theolo­

gians viewed Vatican II as the beginning of what would

likely be a long revolution within the Church. 56
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Popula~um Progressio

In 1967, Pope Paul published an encyclical concerned

specifically with the problems of development. Its appeal

was directed mainly to developed nations and their respon­

sibility to ameliorate conditions in the Third World.

Colonialism, with its resultant development of one-crop

economies, was criticized but the scientific and technical

benefits brought by the colonial powers were praised. 57

Similarly, the work of missionaries was positively affirmed

but their ethnoeentric attit-;udes ~vere repremanded, underlining

the fact that the Church no longer wished to be associated with

one culture. 58

The encyclical condemned again what Pope Pius XI

called Tlthe international imperialism of moneyll and asserted

that certain types of capitalism have been the source of

injustice and inequality.59 There was no suggestion of the

abolition of the competitive market but free trade '!,vas label-

led as unjust as long as the partners are unequal. Interna­

tional agreements to regulate prices and support new industries,60

as well as interest-free or low interest loans and the cancel-

lation of debts were all suggested as ways to combat the

perils of neo-colonialism. 61 Aid, equity in trade relations

and universal charity were the three steps suggested to

increase human solidarity which would decrease suffering. 62

We must make haste: too many are suffering,
and the distance is growing that separates
the progress of some and the stagnation, not
to say the regression of others.b3
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Development demands bold transformations, innova­
tions that go deep. Urgent reforms should be
undertaken without delay.64

Statements like these were strong but their effect was moder-

ated considerably by an "escape clause t7 which cautioned that

the process of development must be smooth and hasty reforms

would only result in failure. 65

UTo speak of Development is, in effect, to show as

much concern for -social progress as for economic growth. 1l66

Because economic growth is dependent on social progress,

basic education has to be the first object of any plan of

development. 67 Social progress also demands the limitation

of population expansion. 68 Although the role of the sexual

expression of love in marriage was acknowledged for the

first time in the previous documents of Vatican 11,69 arti£i­

cial means of birth control were still ruled out.

In keeping with the other modern social·encyclicals,

the right to private property was to be exercized only when

it did not override the common good and if landed estates

were not properly used, the common good might demand their

expropriation. Unlike Vatican II, no mention was made of

the need to compensate for expropriation. 70

Populorum Progressio was noted for its coming to

grips with the problem of revolutionary violence.

There are certainly situations whose injustice
cries to heaven. ~llien whole populations destitute
of necessities live in a state of dependence barring
them from all initiative and responsibility, and all
opportunity to advance culturally and share in social
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and political life, recourse to violence, as a
means to right these wrongs to human dignity, is
a grave temptation.7l

We know, however, that a revolutionary uprising
--save where there is manifest, long-standing tyranny
which would do great damage to fundamental personal
rights and dangerous harm to the common good of the
country -produces new injustices, throws more ele­
ments out of balance and brings on new disasters. A
real evil should not be fought against at the cost
of greater misery.72

Clearly, the Church was not advocating violence but it 'til/aS

taking a stance -albeit a cautious one - on the side of the

masses and against an oppressive ruling elite.

The new emphasis on the importance of secular concerns

as well as the encouragement of ecumenism, came out in the

statement:

The struggle against destitution, though urgent and
necessary is not enough. It is a question, rather,
of building a world where every man, no matter what
his race, religion or nationality, can live a fully
human life, freed from servitude imposed on him by
other men or by national forces over which he has
not sufficient control; a world where freedom is not
an empty word••••73

The encyclical ended with an appeal to laymen to work

to reform the temporal order, to educators to awaken concern

for peoples of the Third World and to the press to promote

mutual assistance and keep the wealthy of the world aware of

those 'l;Jho live in misery. Finally, it asked governments to

co-operate in peace and work for brotherhood. 74

Conclusion

As has been pointed out, the documents concerning

development issued by the Vatican in the 1960 f s have marked
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a dramatic change in the Church's attitude. However,

although they displayed a relatively good understanding of

the problem, the suggestions to ameliorate the suffering

of two-thirds of the world's population were remarkably

naive. Far too much faith was placed in a sense of human

solidarity which would inspire the wealthy through good will,

charity and love to relinquish their position of dominance.

The fact is, that a feeling of international human solidarity

is non-existent and no system, however unjust, is going to

willingly bring about its own destruction.

Throughout history, the Church has displayed an extra­

ordinary ability to sur~ive and the changes initiated by

Pope John, although undoubtedly motivated by genuine concern

for the plight of the Third World, are but another step to

ensure that this survival continues. It was realized that

development is essential to peace and that without some progress,

the peoples of underdeveloped nations will turn to totali­

tarianism. 75 However, the Church refused to recognize that

capitalistic democratic regimes have proven to be unable

to cope with the overwhelming problems involved in an effort

to develop. Furthermore, there was no recognition of the

fact that there are simply not enough resources to support

a global consumer society of the type upon which capitalism F

depends. There are condemnations of some aspects of capitalism

and a few cautious approvals of social 'velfare measures but

the fear of communism -- although not specifically expressed
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was blatantly evident.

The social doctrine documents of Vatican II were

widely distributed among both clergy and involved laymen in

Latin America. Enthusiasm for the llnew Church ll ran high but

much of the spirit of Rome seemed to dissipate on the long

journey from Italy to Latin America and many of the hierarchy

displayed their traditional conservative outlook once they

were home. Shortly after the end of the Council, the Arch-

bishop of Colombia stated: 11. . . in what is social, there

are disputable things, and the Church does not enter dis­

putable fields because its truth is permanent. lt76 He went as

far as to suspend the publication of the Church's official

weekly, El Catholicismo in 1965 for commenting on issues

raised by the Ecumenical Council of Vatican 11. 77

Despite these criticisms, the changes initiated by

the Vatican have had far-reaching consequences. The Church

was now theoretically, at least, firmly aligned with the

forces of liberalism and the move has given substantial backing

to a few notable bishops and many parish priests working

against the conservative forces. Host of the Third World's

leftist clergy are far more radical than the official Vatican

pronouncements but the documents of Vatican II and Populorum

ProEFessio have added a degree of acceptability to their

stance. Changes in Rome have also forced ultra-conservative

national hierarchies, like the one in Colombia, to initiate

some reforms. They undoubtedly contributed to the work of



Camilo Torres, Colombia's first guerrilla-priest, and an

internationally acknowledged martyr of the Catholic left.

It is Torres's challenge to the Colombian Church that will

be the sUbject of the next chapter.

72
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CHAPTER IV

THE CHALLENGE OF CAHILO TORqES

The duty of every
The duty of every
lution.

Catholic is to be a revolutionary
revolutionary is to make the revo-

(Camilo Torres)l

The life of Camilo Torres is a story of personal

evolution from elitist to liberal socialist to radical revo-

lutionary. Camilo was born in Bogota in 1929, the son of

upper class, well respected parents. He attended the best

schools where he was an indifferent scholar showing a marked

preference for social activities. After one year of studying

law at the Catholic university, he became interested in reli­

gion under the influence of a group of visiting French Domin­

icans and he entered a seminary. ~Vhen he returned to Bogota,

he was little changed. Handsome before, he was even more

striking in his long black robes and he continued to mix with

the elite of Bogota, attending official functions and gaining

a minor reputation for enamouring young nuns. Probably to

get rid of him for a while, the Church sent him in 1955 to

Louvain in Belgium to study.

In the mid 50's, Louvain was a hot-bed of revolution.

StUdying social and political science, Camilo was exposed to

the works of Emmanuel Mounier and the Roman Catholic socialism

of the Jesuit, Roger Vekemans. He travelled in Europe, joined



worker-priests collecting garbage in Paris for a short while

and formed a group of Colombian students in Louvain who met

to discuss how they could best put their training to use in

Latin America. Vfuen he returned to Colombia in 1959, the

National Front was securely in office; John XXIII was promo­

ting new ideas in Rome; John Kennedy became President of the

United States in 1960, and in this atmosphere of hopeful,

evolutionary change, Camilo Torres was a rising star. 2

The National University in Bogota eagerly accepted

Camilo as chaplain and also as a lecturer in sociology. He

did not work as a parish priest among the impoverished and

isolated but, as a professor of privileged university students,

he founded the "Movement for Community Improvement", working

with his students in a slum in Bogota. It was here that he

discovered the importance of having the people work as agents

for change in their own lives. 3

In 1962, ten students, pushing for reform, were

expelled from the university which action triggered a student

strike. Camilo sided with two of the students he believed

were unjustly accused, and backed the student demands that

professorships be awarded on the basis of national competitive

exams and that the university be given authentic autonomy.4

The students proposed that he be made the next rector and

Archbishop Concha ordered him to resign his post. He obeyed

his superior and wrote: "•• • it would be deeply painful to

me if any of this were regarded as a banner for temporal
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struggles. u5

He then took a post as the dean of the Institute of

Social Administration, a section of the School of Public

Administration, a job which included a position on the board

of the Colombian Institute of Agricultural Reform (INCORA).

It was his work with INCORA which included efforts to form

mobile units to spread information about agrarian reform,

that brought him into contact with the masses, gradually

convincing him that neither the Church nor the state were

moved by the misery of the majority of Colombians. In his

view, the problems of social justice were avoided by the

clergy and the politicians who engaged in rhetoric and avoided

constructive action. 6

Although much of his sociological work was of a high

quality, he was constantly oscillating between theoretical

research and concrete involvement. Also, his move to the left

came too late to affect his scholarly publications. During

la violencia, rebels seized some areas of Colombia and set

up independent "Republics". In his paper on "Social Change

and Rural Violence in Colombia", published in 1963, Torres

expressed a belief that these "Republics" would ultimately

force the ruling class to begin development programs. 7 \Vhen

the army crushed the rebels without making any concessions,

Torres revised his thinking. He believed that la violencia

had been a useful tool of the elite, perpetuated by them to

keep the masses divided. Only when violence was no longer
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under some degree of control -- only when it posed a very

real threat to traditional authorities -- did they chose to

end the bloodshed by instituting a democratic farce they

called the National Front. S

Torres's efforts to work to bring about non-violent

change lasted approximately five years and by 1964, he was

becoming increasingly radical. The popular class continued

to suffer and in 1964 in Colombia, 24 families virtually

controlled the economy which was overly dependent on coffee

exports. Thirty to 40 per cent of the urban population lived

in slums, 20 per cent were unemployed and 150,000 workers

entered the labour force each year to compete for the 12,000

new jobs available annually. Sixty-one per cent of the

agricu~ural land was owned by 3.6 per cent of the landowners.

Less than ten per cent of the people had clean water and less

than five per cent had electricity. The infant mortality rate

was greater than ten per cent and an estimated 25,000 children

died each year of malnutrition. Thirty per cent of the people

had no education, eighty-six per cent had no secondary schooling

and only three per cent attended university.9

Until this year, Torres was anti-capitalist but he

advocated only liberal socialist reforms rather than promoting

structural revolutionary changes. 10 His new radical approach

was first evident in a paper presented at the Second Inter­

national Congress of Pro Mundi Vita in Louvain in September

1964. In an obvious reference to Colombia, his paper stated:
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In conntries where Church and State are united,
the Church is an instrument of the ruling elite.
Moreover, when the Church possesses great economic
power and controls the educational system, the
Church is sharing in the power of the ruling
minority. II

He stressed that fundamental structural changes the over-

throw of the elite and the restructuring of the economy to

serve the needs of the people -- would not corne about without

pressure from below and that only the foresight of the ruling

classes could determine whether or not a peaceful revolution

could be possible. He criticized the monolithic dogmatism

of Christians and stated that in developing countries, they

have an obligation to work toward structural change and in

doing so, must enter into collaboration with Marxists. 12

The United Front

In 1957, voter turnout in the Colombian national

elections was over seventy per cent but by 1962, disillusion­

ment with the National Front prompted over seventy per cent

of the eligible voters to abstain. 13 In an effort to capture

the support of the disenchanted and the non-aligned and form

a united leftist movement, Torres started the United Front as

a challenge to the National Front. He recognized the need to

form a pluralist political apparatus and managed to attract

to his side the Movimiento Revolucionario Liberal (~ffiL), a

leftist wing of the Liberal Party led by Alfonso Lopez Michel­

sen (son of the reformer President of the 1930's), as well as
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Christian Democrats and Communists. His movement did not

aim at forming a new political party. It was instead, an

effort to create a broad based coalition of followers large

enough to challenge the traditional parties and expose the

undemocratic nature of Colombiats political system.

The Platform he published in ~~rch 1965 is hardly

distinguishable from hundreds of other similar Latin American

leftist platforms. 14 It called for land reform, urban reform,

the abolition of free enterprise, a progressive income

tax ~~d improvements in health, education, and welfare. Private

property was not to be abolished and the only communist tinge

was a proposal to nationalize banks, hospitals and natural

resources. In essence, the Platform was not important be­

cause it was radical but because it presented a real choice

to Colombians and "3as a program 1r1hich could generate a mass
15

following.

On r~y 22, 1965, after six years of unsuccessful

efforts to reform his country, Camilo announced that as a

Colombian, a sociologist, a Christian and a priest, he was

a revolutionary. As a Colombian, he could no longer disregard

the struggles of his people. As a sociologist, he now realized

that a solution could not be reached without a revolution. As

a Christian, because the essence of Christianity is to love

one's neighbour, he claimed that only a revolution could

achieve the best possible life for the popular class. As a

priest, his devotion to the Christian cause demanded that
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Conflict with the Church

I took off my cassock to be more trul¥ g priest.
{Camilo Torres)l'l

Even before he published his condemnation of the

Colombian Church in Belgium, Torres wrote in 1964:

The ecclesiastical power in our country is
united to the financial and political powers because
they posses interests in common. The conformity of
ecclesiastics lends support ensuring the maintenance
of these interests.lS

In ~~y of 1965, he responded to President Valencia's accusa­

tions that Communists had infiltrated the Church by saying:

Communism holds a philosophical system incompatible
with Christianity, although in its socio-economic
aspirations most of its postulates do not conflict
with the Christian faith.19

He believed that only Christianity and Marxism were in a

position to lead a revolution because only they had a world

view,20 and he advised Colombian clergy to place greater

emphasis on the preservation of humanity and less on preser­

ving humanity from communism. He also urged that occasional

paternalistic charitable measures be discarded and that a

secular body be formed by Colombians recogn~z~ng the need

for change to transform temporal structures. 21

When the Platform of the United Front was published,

Archbishop Concha Cordoba issued a press statement claiming

it contained points "irreconcilable to the doctrine of the

Church. ,,22 Camilo asked him to specify his remarks but he
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refused. It was at this time that he was asked to resign

his post as dean of the Institute of Social Administration

and was offered a job doing research in the Church's statis­

tics department in Bogota, which he turned down.

In mid-June, he began a campaign against the Catholic

hierarchy and claimed that "the Colombian clergy is the most

backward in the world. n23 Only a poor Church could be pro­

gressive and he spoke out strongly in favour of expropriating

Church property. On June 18, Archbishop Concha warned Colom­

bians against this dangerous priest and on June 26, 1965, he

requested, under pressure from the hierarchy, to be returned

to the ranks of the laity.24 Camilo was given a choice by

the Cardinal to abandon his cause or give up the priesthood.

In a statement published in El Tiempo on June 25, 1965, he

explained his reasons for chosing the latter.

Vfuen circumstances impede men from devoting themselves
to Christ, the priest's proper duty is to combat these
circumstance, even at·the cost of his being able to
celebrate the eucharistic rite••••25

He believed that the essence of Christianity is the precept

"love thy neighbour lf and said:

Upon analyzing Colombian society, I realized the need
for a revolution that would give food to the hungry,
drink to the thirsty, clothing to the naked, and bring
about the well-being of the majorities in our country.

I feel that the revolutionary struggle is a
Christian and a priestly struggle.26

He never stopped considering himself a priest but

now, he devoted all his time to politics and his attacks on

the Church did not subside. He called the Concordat of 1888
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an anachronism and expected it to be terminated after Vatican

II claiming that it "has been converted into a political

instrument, a subject of dispute between the traditional poli­

tical parties. n27 He added:

I believe that the Colombian Catholic Church
unfortunately because it possesses material wealth,
follows, at least among its hierarchy~ the wisdom
of men rather than the wisdom of God.~$

In August 1965, he began publishing Frente Unido, a

paper which quickly sold out 50,000 copies each week. One

issue pictured the Archbishop 'Nith business and political

friends, seated at a table overflowing with food and alongside,

stood one of the thousands of ragged, undernourished, Indo­

Colombian children. 29 From August until December, he pub­

lished twelve messages in Frante Unido directed to various

target groups in Colombian society, attacking the status quo

and wip~ing the support of the masses. 30 He criticized the

lack of class consciousness in the country and pointed out to

the unemployed that things could not possibly change as long

as the oligarchy continued to strengthen ties with U.S

imperialism. He emphasized the need to redistribute income

in order to increase the internal market and then, to diver­

sify exports and begin industrialization.

Because Camilo realized that the ruling classes in

Colombia were incapable of developing the foresight to allow

a peaceful revolution, the most fundamental element of the

United Front was an educational program aimed at creating
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awareness and stimulating class consciousness in order to

build up pressure £rom below. 3l In his Plat£orm, he called

£or £ree and compulsory education until the end of technical

or secondary school. Universities, he said, should have

one major role -- to study and to attempt to resolve national

problems. 32 Now, he called on the students to join the workers

and spread the idea of revolution in the lower classes. 33

Although he had been involved with the Indians while

working with INCORA and had criticized that government body

for being insufficiently concerned with education £or the

Indians, none of his messages was directed specifically to

the indigenous people. His only reference to the Indians

appeared in the United Front Platform which proposed that

native communities be strengthened by giving them land.

Travelling around Colombia from May to September

1965, he did what few Latin American revolutionary leaders

have managed to accomplish in recent years. With his message

of popular control of the government, expropriation of landed

estates without compensation, nationalization of natural

resources and urban reform, he built up a £ollowing of trade

unionists, students and peasants. Figures on the number o£

United Front adherents are not available. The movement

sprung up quickly but what likely happened is that in each

new area Camilo travelled to, he eathered in new recruits but

when he moved on, those 'dho had joined because they "fJere

swayed by his passionate oratory, quickly lost interest.
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In spite of the fact that the majority of United

Front followers were attracted mainly by Camilo's dynamic

personality, the movement grew large enough to worry the

oligarchy. They offered him a seat on the national Senate,

a position of influence in the Church, made veiled and open

threats and finally offered to finance his campaign if he

would run in the next elections as leader of the oPposition. 34

He refused to run claiming that Colombian_ elections were a

sham and his candidacy would only help support the oligarchy's

claim that Colombia's government was democratic. 35 Unlike

Lopez ruchlesen, the leader of the MRL, and his Communist

Party suppor-ters, Camilo had no faith in the electoral process

of reform and urged his followers to abstain from voting.

At first, the United Front program lacked definition

but as his speeches and editorials grew more doctrinnaire,

factionalism increased. At the communal and neighbourhood

level, groups were dominated by leaders from Christian Demo­

crats to Communists and as Fals Forda pointed out, the plura­

list apparatus llinstead of manifesting the expected tolerance,

turned the subversion into a Tower of Babel. u36 The Christian

Democrats withdrew their support in September, the circulation

of Frante Unido declined and in October 1965, Torres joined

the Cuban oriented gurrilla group, Ejercito de Liberacion

Nacional (ELN).
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The Priest as a Guerrilla

The Catholic who is not a revolutionary is
living in mortal sin.

(Camilo Torres)37

After la v;olencia, violence in rural Colombia did

not abate completely but was instead transformed. Gradually

groups of roving bandits were replaced by guerrillas. The

almost thirty year struggle by peasants and later by guer-

rilla leaders to alter the structure of land-ownership did

not change statistics but it did, in some areas, begin to

create a new feeling of group solidarity and sureness among

the campesinos. Because of this result, unforseen by the

ruling class, la violencia was seen by Torres and others as

the most important socio-cultural change in Colombia since

the Spanish conquest.3 8

The ELN was the first well-organized revolutionary

guerrilla group to.form in Colombia. When it was founded in

1963-64, the recruits were mainly students who followed the

Castroite line. TvJO other guerrilla groups had been opera­

ting in Colombia since the mid 1960's -- the Moscow-line

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias Colombianas (FARC), and the

pro-Peking Ejercito de Liberacion Popular (ELP). The three

guerrilla groups were the only real opposition to the National

Front39 and although they each had periodic victories, the ~

army, with U.S. training, managed to keep their minimal

successes temporary. Torres's addition to the ranks of the

ELN made it party to a historical political event in Latin
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America. Revolutionary circles were enthusiastic at the

prospect of harnessing the Roman Catholic faithful to the

revolutionary movement. 40

In January 1966, leaflets were spread around Bogota

picturing Camilo Torres in guerrilla uniform under a heading

nLiberacion 0 JJIuerte n. The leaflets urged Colombians to

take up arms against the oligarchy.41 The same month, Camilo's

only message written from the mountains was published in

El Vespertino. The nMessage to Colombians tr called on the poor

to take up arms against the oligarchy because armed struggle

was the only way left to bring justice to Colombian society.

He warned that the struggle would be long and drawn-out but

that victory was assured lfbecause a people that throws itself

into the struggle until death will always achieve victory.n42

With the exception of posing in guerrilla uniform for the

leaflets and the one message sent from the mountains, Camilo's

life in the hills was the same as that of any guerrilla. 43

The next month, on February 15, 1966, Torres was

killed in a skirmish with the Colombian army. Student riots

and rallies protested his death and fearing another Bogotazo

the riots that triggered la violencia -- his brother and other

influential people appealed for peace. The sporadic violence

qUickly ended.

The Legacy of Camilo Jorres

Both critics and supporters of Camilo Torres agree
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on one point--his death made him far more powerful as a

symbol. than he was alive as a revolutionary. As a true

Colombian revolutionary, a continental hero second only to

Che Guevara and, more important, as an international martyr

of the Catholic left, Torres has shaken assumptions and in­

s~ed revolutionaries throughout the world.

The Colombian oligarchy, after failing to prevent

his joining the guerrillas, was obviously pleased by his

death but reacted in a magnanimous manner, assuring the people

that what he had tried to do was unnecessary. The people re­

sponded with demonstrations and eulogies. 44 February 1966

marked the point of greatest intensification of intra-Church

conflict in Colombia and clerics were forced to openly support

or condemn Torres. 45

The most critical were the Jesuits who had been co­

operating closely with the Liberal-Conservative coalition.

Torres was a threat because he had recruited support from all

the groups with which the Jesuits worked most closely -- the

UTe labour union, university students, youth and communal

action organizatiDns. The Jesuits were organizing groups of

peasants to get land legally by paying compensation for

expropriation. Camilo had urged the peasants to seize the

land which was theirs by right of necessity and to refuse to

pay compensation. Furthermore, Torres had called for free

secondary education which would have meant the abolition of

expensive tution fees at Jesuit high schools. Vfuile other
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conservative clergy labelled Torres as "mentally imbalanced n;,

a "madman ll or a "demagogue", the Jesuits, in their denucia­

tions, emphasized one point-that he had disobeyed the Car­

dinal. 46

The Jesuits were backed in their attack by the United

States Jesuit publication, America. In a mocking editorial

the latter stated:

• • • whatever may be said of his practical judge­
ments, his motives were as pure as Galahad's. His
presence charmed everyone, and his impassioned appeals
to kick out the oligarchy and give the 'little fellow'
a better deal whipped up enthusiasm.47

The editorial portrayed Torres as a charismatic spell-binder

whose concepts were "ill-digested and impractical"~ In a final

insulting comparison, it claimed: "Like Jimmy Dean, Camilo
48after his death, became a cult,,"

In a similar vein, a New York Times editorial called

his death lIa colourful note to a 'spectacular career",,49 It

criticized his lack of a sense of political timing, pointing

out that by the second half of 1965, conditions had improved

a great deal in Colombia. Inflation had dropped thirty-five

per cent in six months, a recently negotiated loan was to

bring $332 million into the economy and income taxes for the

wealthy had been raised.

Although the dark patches l~main, Father Torres has
chosen a poor time to make his sensational move--and
a poor method. Colombia, like other Latin-American
countries, needs evolution, not revolution.50

As Fals Borda explained, Torres attempted to form a



92

pluralist utopia based on Christianity and politics. He

had two basic ideas: the dignity to be gained through

nationalism (anti-United States imperialism), technical

control and communal action; and the moral justifica~ion

of rebellion or counter-violence. His utopia was not cler­

ical, not Liberal or Conservative and not a copy of European

models. It was instead a society in which differences of

opinion were to be respected for the purpose of increasing

the common good within a just structure. 5l

The United Front died out as quickly as it had sprung

up and the reasons for Camilo's failure were many. He was

not a particularly adept politician and although he had a

clear idea of what society SDuld be, he was hazy on how to

achieve the goals. The disconfianza--the rootlessness,

hopelessness, and bitterness of the peasants made them more

prone to amorphous violence or apathy than revolution. Groups

from the Alliance for Progress to the Communist parties have

failed to overcome this feeling. Despite the glaring evidence

that Latin America needs a revolution, it was not yet ripe

for revolution. 52

United States intervention--not only its role in the

economy and its historic backing of the elite, but also its

anti-subversive measures--has been decisive in maintaining

the status quo. The other major block to reform is the

inability in all of Latin America to form a united left. Only



93

Fidel Castro's "26 of July Movement lf succeeded in over­

coming leftist factionalism. In Colombia, there was a lack

of commitment on the part of leftist intellectuals to organ­

ize the peasantry and the guerrillas have been the major

group to recognize the vital importance of the peasantry.

Agrarian reform is necessary to provide a stable base for

industrialization. 53

The most decisive political struggle waged by Camilo

was his repudiation of what he called the two-party dictator­

ship established by the National Front. 54 Camilo's Platform

and his llmessages" certainly meet the definition of develop­

ment given at the beginning of this paper but his efforts

failed. In order to modernize, a government must have the

support of its people and to the extent that Camilo under­

minded that support, it can be questioned whether his actions

were more positive or negative to the cause of development.

In its brief period of success the United Front

raised great hopes in the Colombian masses. vllien he joined

the ELN, Camilo kne\'1 that he laid himself open to attack.

With the growing rifts in his movement, and his consequent

inability to bring about reform within a legal framework,

Camilo hoped that his assistance to the guerrillas would be

meaningful and that his struggle would become exemplary. He

did take the revolutionary struggle out of the universities

and to the masses but he left no organization to carryon

his work.55 Houtart, a theologian Camilo knew well in Belgium
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Even if we cannot approve of it, Camilo's gesture
has a prophetic meaning: to recall to his people
their sin. Let us hope that at least some of them
will understand.56

Donald E. Smith describes Camilo as a humanist and

given the institutional violence permeating Colombian society,

he points out the possibility that authentic humanism in such

a situation might well demand revolutionary action.57 Accor­

ding to Slant, an English magazine dedicated to the formation

of a revolutionary Roman Catholic Church:

In a very real sense, Torres was the embodiment of
what §l~nt stands for, the working out of a Christian
mission in terms of a revolutionary community of
belief. 58

The Colombian correspondant to the Latin American

Department of the National Council of Churches in the United

States has written:

••• In Colombia, the 'case' of Camilo Torres
Restrepo did reveal one thing of importance: there
exists a revolutionary potential in Christianity
which can be understood and felt by the masses in
Colombia. And this 'potentiality' alone produces
a superstitious panic among the domineering and
exploiting classes.59

In his effort to create a broad-based leftist coa-

lition, Camilo often de-emphasized his connection to religion.

However, he did at times, use religion in his appeal for

political mobilization and his greatest stress was placed

on the same Christian teaching he had used to justify his own

laicization- the command to "love thy neighbour ll • He urged

Catholics to put into practice "the love for our fellow man,
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the essence of our religion. ,,60 He assured the people that

since the hierarchy had declined to point out where the

United Front Platform violated Church doctrine, Catholics

need have no compunctions about joining the movement. 6l

His Message to Christians advised them that they had

an obligation to fight tyranny and that IF. . . Revolution is

not only permissible but obligatory for Christians who see

in it the one effective and complete way to create love for

all. ,,62 In his appeal to the Communists, he stressed the

similarities between Christianity and communism and said:

"••• even though the Communists themselves do not know it,

there are many among them who are truly·Christian. lf63

Torres attempted to use the transformative capacity

that Eisenstadt recognized in religion. He used his position

as a priest, a figure of authority and respect, and combined

it with traditional Christian precepts to add a degree of

comforting familiarity and reassurance to the revolutionary

ideas he preached.

It was the combination of modern revolutionary social
message presented within the framework of a traditional
doctrine by a dynamic, articulate, and prestigious
figure breaking from the traditional system of author­
ity, which presented the greatest single challenge
to the Colombian elite.64.

Camilo contributed a great deal to the awakening of

the Colombian masses and thus, to the movement to apply

pressure from below for change not only within the oligarchy

but also within the hierarchy of the Church. He was at least
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as aware as the New York T~mes editors or the timing

of his move but, realizing that he was working against

impossible odds and recognizing that successrul revolutions

are based on a long series or thwarted attempts, he made

his choice. John Womack Jr. pointed out the dilemma which

faced Camilo:

In Colombia, still, the more inrormed and the
more concerned a man is about his country, the more
consciously he lives a lie--or the more subversive
he becomes•••• In the end, ror the raw who push
so rar, the choice is still moral or physical suicide. 65
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CHAPTER V

THE GROWING RIFT IN THE CHURCH

Introduction

In the late 1960's and early 1970's, several events in

Colombia prompted the Church to move away from its strict con­

servative stance. The historic visit of Pope Paul VI to Bogota

in August 1968 to attend the 39th International Eucharistic

Congress, was important not because it stimulated reform but,

rather, because it split the Church further by showing the

limited extent to which the Vatican and the Colombian hierar­

chy were willing to act on the new rhetoric. However, the

comfort to the heirarchy of the Pope's reactionary statements

did not last long for immediately following his short visit,

the second general conference of Latin American Bishops, CELAM,

was held in Medellin, Colombia. The meetings resulted in the

publication of a set of controversial gUidelines written to

apply to the Latin American Church as a whole.

The contrast between the Pope's words and the "Medellin

Statements fl further intensified the grOWing rift in the Colom­

bian Church and by the late 1960' s, an organization of radical

clergy known as the "Golconda Group" ';'las posing a very real

threat to the unity between Church and state. During its four

years of existence, the Golconda Group became a major pressure

group for the poor in Colombia.
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The POEe in Colombia

The only people in the streets were fruit-sellers and Pope­
sellers -- innumerable little Popes were sold at every
street corner, on handkerchiefs, paper, glasses, bread
and cakes, even on petrol pumps: "Welcome, pilgrim, Esso
greets you ll ; and respectable firms had their signs up:
ffChrysler Imperial takes its part in the Holy Fatherts
visit ll , lfThe Association of Funeral Directors is over­
joyed by the International Eucharistic Congress II , IIWelcome
pilgrim, Welcome to Paul VI, envoy of love, the cement
companies greet you ••• envoy of love, the beer com­
panies thank you ••• envoy of love, the lottery welcomes
you -- become a millionaire! ..... "1 .

Before his arrival, radical clergy across the conti­

nent wrote open letters to the Pope, imploring him not to

visit Colombia.

Do not come, do not make yourself the accomplice of those
who are selling their country and exploiting and torturing
the people. 2

This Congress intended to honour the poverty of Christ is
going to be celebrated in a country where 30,000 chil­
dren die from hunger and malnutrition every year. Tens
of millions of dollars have been invested in the prepara­
tions to ensure the greatest possible outward success,
outstanding pomp, the height of ostentation. But the
masses will still hunger for justice and for the basic
needs of survival.3

As Mgr. German Guzman Campos, the spiritual heir to Camilo

Torres, stated in an editorial in Frente Unido, the Catholic

Church was faced with the choice of baing a church of the

people or an institutional church which was not a true church

at all. 4 The Colombian hierarchy, with the support of the

oligarchy, chose the latter.

Every effort was made to ensure that the Pope was

given a false image of Colombian society. In honour of his

visit to Bogota, a high\1ay had been constructed from the
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airport at El Dorado into the city and the bright new

street lights obscured the few hovels still left along the

road. The city was disinfected for the Holy Father's two­

day visit. Most of the gamines, the estimated 5,000 homeless

street-children in Bogota, were rounded up along with beggars,

thieves, cripples, lepers and shoeshine boys. These eye­

sores, the shame of the Colombian elite, were packed into

buses and transported to the country for an enforced two-

day holiday.5

The main reason for the Pope's visit was to retract

Populorum Progressiofs cautious statement justifying revolu­

tionary violence under certain conditions. In a regressive

move, the Pope reiterated the age-old praise of poverty as

a condition more conducive to the realization of spiritual

values and the bliss of heaven in eternity.6 He expressed

concern for the poverty in Latin America but his statements

contained no reference to the historic and still-perpetuated

exploitation under which Latin America was suffering. Chris­

tian dignity was proposed as the solution to the problems of

inequality and poverty; by contrast, violence was categori­

cally rejected as lfcontrary to the Christian spirit.

Violence is not evangelical, it is not Christian. lt?

stressed the "beatitude of evangelical povertyll and told the

Colombian masses:

. .
for
and
the

.your condition as humble folk is more propitious
the kingdom of heaven, that is, for the supreme
eternal blessing of life, if it is borne with
patience and hope of Christ.8
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According to a British journalist present, this

statement was greeted with an audible groan from the 200,000

peasants brought in from surrounding areas to hear the Pope. 9

After centuries of suffering, the official change in attitude

from the Vatican and, even more, the example of Camilo Torres

had stirred new hopes in the peasants--hopes which the Pope's

speech effectively crushed. His lack of analysis of the

causes of poverty and his identification with civil, military

and religious representatives of the established powers in

Bogota, identified him symbolically, if not in intention, on

the side of the status quo. IO As Alain Gheerbrant stateq,

the Pope let the masses know that "their destitution was

wealth, their agony a beatitude and their anger something to

be ashamed of. ,,11 At the end of the Pope's speech, Gheer­

brant bitterly noted that:

The people applauded, and their clapping was like so
many strokes of the whip on their own flesh. Amen 1
said the Pope.12

The CELAM Meetings in Medellin

Immediately following the Pope's visit, the Latin

American Bishops met in Medellin from August 26 until Sep­

tember 6, 1968, to discuss the Latin American response to

Vatican II. Unlike the Vatican Council which produced a series

of disparate papers on many issues, the Medellin Statements

gave a cohesive interpretation of the contemporary condition

of the Church and Latin American society, and projected a
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unified approach to the common task of development. The

central theme was liberation from all the forces holding the

continent in material and spiritual subjection. In pursuit

of that objective, the Conference explored methods to change

Catholicism from ua religion of imposition to a religion of

liberation. H13

The working draft of the Medellin conference was

prepared by the Brazilian Bishops and their advisors. Since

the coup in 1964, the Church had been steadily emerging as

the strongest institutionalized opposition to the military

government. The radicals in the Brazilian Church had bene­

fitted greatly from the prestigeous support given them by

Archbishop Dom Helder Camara of Recife, the most internation­

ally renown leftist prelate in Latin America. 14

There was little oonservative input in the working

draft. It contained an explicit condemnation of United States

imperialism and of the relationship of dependence maintained

by the "pigheadedness II of the national oligarchies.. It dis­

cussed the political alienation of the people, the destruc-

tion of native cultures and it was, in general, critical of

the Latin American Church for not being adequately concerned

with social problems. The denunciation of institutionalized

violence was far stronger than its rejection of revolutionary

violence.

We should not be surprised to hear talk of violence,
because the aforementioned conditions themselves are
acts of violence against human dignity and personal
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freedom. tVhat should surprise us is the patience
of our people, who for many years have put up with
a state of affairs that could hardly be accepted
by anyone who has a clear awareness of r~fs basic
rights.15.

The Colombian hierarchy was the most critical of

the working draft. The chief advisor to the Jesuit-control­

led Centro de Investigacion y Accion Social (CIAS) in Bogota,

criticized the document for emphasizing political and econo­

mic colonialism but making no mention of Yfreligious colonial­

ism If imposed on some segments of the Latin America Church

by radical Dutch and Belgium priests.16 His criticisms were

a reaction to the fact that the Brazilians had relied on

Dutch and Belgiam advisors in preparing their draft. However,

he made no reference to the influences on other segments of

the Church by reactionary hierarchies - influences which by his

term could, with equal justification be called uimposed

religious colonialismtl
•

The final documents which came out of Medellin

watered-down the ideas of the working draft but still remained

far to the left of the Colombian hierarchy. It was acknow­

ledged that the Church had failed in many ways but now had to

close the gap between herself and the masses and work to

promote social justice.

Both liberal capitalism and ~~xism were condemned

but it was recognized that justice demanded political reform.

Because of the general lack of political consciousness, the

role of the Church in creating a "liberating education lf was

considered to be essential.



107

Education is actually the key instrument for
liberating the masses from all servitude and
:for causing them to ascend Hfrom less human
to more human conditions•••• u17

The Church's contribution to ilconcientizacion fl must be dis-

interested, promoting human dignity, self-determination and

a community spirit. Illiterates, especially Indians

• • • must be liberated from their prejudices, and
superstitions, their complexes and inhibitions,

the~r fanaticism, their fatalistic attitude, their
fearful incomprehension of the world in which they
live, and their distrust and passivity..18

Universities were criticized for being blue-prints of similar

institutions in developed countries and thus being unable to

respond to problems peculiar to Latin America. Roman Catho­

lic universities were singled out for failing to give proper

attention to science. 19

In their emphasis on "liberating education ll the

Bishops showed that they were well-aware that such enlighten­

ment would weaken the often superstitious hold of the Catholic

Church on the masses. But recognizing that this hold was

based on the kind of unrational terror Bertrand Russell, ~furx

and others have criticized religion for, and realizing that

modernization would erode the traditional power the religion

had over the people,they proposed to work towards a more

relevant legitimacy. Allegiance to true Christianity was

admitted to be weak in Latin America and they hoped to build

up a new basis for strength by exhibiting a greater under­

standing of the social problems afflicting their people.
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The Church, they said:

• • • cannot remain indifferent in the face of
the tremendous social injustices existent in
Latin America, which keep the majority of our
peoples in dismal poverty, which in many cases
becomes inhuman wretchedness.20

Bishops and priests were asked to adopt a life-style closer

to the level of the poor.

In her relations with the elite, CELM4 advised that

the Church must point out the dichotomy between faith and

social responsibility to conservatives and traditionalists

of the upper=class. In regard to political leaders, prelates

should have I1contact and dialogue relative to the demands of

social morality, not excluding the necessary energetic and

prudent denunciation of injustices and abuse of power. u2l The

Church was warned to remain independent of political regimes

and avoid any suspicion of alliance with the ruling classes;

however co-operation in the field of education was to be

maintained.

The section on Peace drew liberally from the ideas

of Raul Prebich in its condemnation of international imperial­

ism internal colonialism and the growing tensions between

classes. Populorum Progressio was quoted legitimizing revolu-

tion in cases of prolonged and evident tyranny, and for the

first time in official Church documents, the word "tyrannyU

I , d' 11 d' t h' 22was app le to unJust structures as we as to leta ors lpS.

However, the Bishops did not encourage violence. They expressed

hope that the promotion of grass-roots organizations and the



109

peaceful awakening of a sense of responsibility and Chris­

tian solidarity would be used to overcome institutionalized

violence. 23

Only a few of the Bishops in attendance at Hedellin

were openly conservative but the final documents, rather than

being a reflection of the majority were the work of a well­

organized progressive minority. The conservatives arrived

unprepared and unorganized and many later admitted to signing

the documents without having a clear understanding of what

they were saying. 24 The moderates sided with the progressives

on the condition that the most extreme radical views and

demands be eliminated from the final documents which blunted

the drive of the progressives and prevented the Church from

being even symbolically identified as a radical force for

change. 25 A number of progressive priests and laymen invited

to speak at the conference'~ere struck off the program by

order from Rome. 26

The final documents failed to recognize that the

international capitalist system is a primary cause of depen­

dence and internal inequalities in Latin America, an economic

area born as a satellite and structured to remain so. The

Bishops steadfastly ignored the class conflict inherent in a

liberation struggle and somewhat inconsistently deplored class

tensions at the same time that they called for liberation of

the poor and oppressed. Their universal appeal for justice

was not followed by a coherent strategy of action because of
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its non-specific nature and its imprecision. Like the

Vatican encyclicals, the symptoms of underdevelopment were

carefully outlined, the injustices were denounced in colour­

ful superlatives but the recommendations suffered from a lack

of socia-political and economic analysis of the structural

cause of the continent's problems. ~~at they did manage to

do was spur a deepening commitment of the progressive and

radical minority and undercut some of the criticism their

actions would otherwise have received. 27

At the next annual Planning Assembly of the Colom-

bian Episcopate in 1969, a report was published ostensibly

to deal specifically with Colombian underdevelopment but in

reality, to overrule and reject the tfMedellin Statements lf •

Underdevelopment was blamed not on imperialism and nec-colonial­

ism but on lack of industrialization. Latin American soli­

darity was downplayed and the emphasis was placed on inter­

national linkages through aid and investment. Radical clergy

were condemned for being as dogmatic as conservatives and it

was stated categorically that the Church's role was not to

promote new structures. She Was instead, to cooperate with

state initiatives to bring about non-Violent change. Like

the early encyclicals, the solution to underdevelopment was

to be found in the charity of the upper class and the good

will and .patience of the masses. 28 The Colombian document

was later presented to CELAM "Jhich refused to even consider

it. But that did not prevent it from being adopted as an
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official statement by the Church in Colombia. 29

The Growth of Golconda

The split in the Colombian Church was exaggerated

by the ultra-conservative stance of the hierarchy. In the

rest of Latin America, the hierarchies were less reactionary

but as the priests taking a r~rxist or revolutionary stance

grew in numbers, they began to face greater difficulties.

After Camilo Torres's death, the Christian revolmtionary

movement in Latin America tended to concentrate in Brazil,

Uruguay and Colombia. Brazil had the most cohesive segment

of revolutionary priests led by Bishops Helder Camara of

Recife and Antonio Fragoso of Ceara. 30

An Argentinian lay-priest, Garcia Elorrio, started

a magazine called Cristianism2 y Revolucion in September 1966

and later, launched the ttr·1ovimiento Camilo Torres ll \o.Jhich first

met in Montevideo in February 1968 to discuss topics such as

Christianity's relationship with Marxism, class struggle and

revolution. Earlier, in May 1967, he read out a revolutionary

manifesto during mass in Buenos Aires which was attended by

the then President of Argentina, General Juan Carlos Ongania.

Elorrio \tJas eventually forced to live in exile and in 1970,

most likely because of his revolutionary activities, was

mysteriously killed. 31

In Colombia, German Guzman Campos re-launched the

weekly Frante Unido in April 1968, making it much more radical
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than it had been when Torres was editor. 32 The opposition

of the Colombian hierarchy forced him to flee to Mexico in

the Fall of that year and Frante Unido ceased publication

completely in 1971. 33

Another friend of Torres's, Father Gustavo Perez

Jiminez, was the head of the Instituto Colombiano de Desar­

rollo Social (ICODES), a religious organization which did

consultatory studies on social development for the hierarchy.

In 1964, when lCODES was secularized, the Jesuit-run GIAS

gained influence as the only remaining social research organ­

ization relied upon by the Colombian Church. Perez's

support of Torres's Platform in 1965 resulted in his total

exclusion from the ranks of episcopal advisers and both he

and Father Francisco Houtart were refused admission to the

CELAM meetings in Medellin. 34 Like Guzman, Perez was even­

tually forced to leave Colombia.

The Golconda Movemen~

In Colombia, the radical priests became increasingly

concerned about the gap between their beliefs and the docu­

ments issued by the hierarchy. In July 1968, fifty dissi­

dent priests met to~discuss the Church's role in Colombia.

They met again in December of that year in Golconda, Colom­

bia, and forty-eight priests and one Bishop issued the

Golconda Declaration condemning conditions of underdevelop­

ment.35 They had absorbed the spirit of Medellin, believing
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that the Church should be identified with the masses and

should move with them to effect profound social change.

They insisted that the change had to be revolutionary. Con­

demning the lack of self-awareness of the masses and the

economic dependence on. coffee exports, they stated:

Clearly this situation cannot be overcome without
real revolution, one that will displace the present
ruling classes in our country through whom foreign
domination is exercised.36

Priests were urged to develop a sincere commitment to the

temporal world, organizing grass-roots movements and social

education programs to develop self'-awareness. "We must insist

that good will is not enough, that knowledge of the real

situation is necessary.rr37 To them, the real situation of

exploitation and institutional violence demanded urevolution-

ary action against imperialism and bourgeois neo-colonialism. u38

The declaration criticized aid from developed nations in the

statement:

We do not relish the idea that foreign organizations
serve as distributors of food surplusess Under the
guise of aid, they exploit us by tearing down the
fabric of sound! trade relations. Under the halo of
generosity, they make beggars out of those who receive
their help.39

They called for the end of current Church-state relations in

Colombia, denounced the traditional parties and planned to

take concrete initiatives to build a socialist society.40

The harassment of the Golconda priests by the Colom­

bianhierarchy began almost immediately, aided by government

of£icials, who labelled the Golconda Group as Communists.41
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The conservative Archbishop of }~nizales denied that such

ideas had reached the higher ranks of the clergy but stated

his fear that ffthe Colombian priests who have placed them­

selves on the side of revolutionary ideas could have been

infected by the conduct of the priest Camilo Torres. ,,42 In

1969, government repressive tactics included vilifications,

distortions in the press of statements by Golconda priests,

character assassinations, jailings and beatings. The Church

disciplined them by removing some priests from poorer parishes

while others were suspended or expelled. On one occasion,

the army was called in to remove a priest against the will of

his parishioners.43 In 1969, peaceful demonstrations of

peasants and workers were organized at universities in Bogota

and Cali but when the priests tried to do the same in Medellin,

four were arrested, imprisoned and beaten up.44

In the 1970 elections, the Golconda priests worked,

as Camilo had done before, to convince the people to abstain

from voting. They described the National Front as a IIdiver­

sionary manoeuvre ff and criticized lithe existence of the so­

called traditional political parties which line our peoples

up in two great camps, directed each by sectors equally sub­

missive to and colonized by foreign monopolies. 1145

By 1970, one third of the Golconda priests had been

expelled, jailed, or removed from~their posts by either reli­

gious or civil authorities who worked in open co-operation

to purge the dissident priests. One member, Father Domingo
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Lain, a Spanish priest, was expelled from Colombia in 1969

but managed to return secretly in 1970 to join the ELN along

with three other Golconda priests. 46 As a worker-priest in

Colombia, Lain had experienced the same exploitation as the

masses and final:].y came to the conclusion that there v-ms flno

alternative other than revolutionary, liberating violence. fi47

He rose to become a principal leader of the ELN before he was

finally killed by the army in February 1974.48

The one Bishop behind Golconda, Gerardo Valencia

Cano, was a moderate until he became Bishop of Buenaventura.

Buenaventura epitomizes Andre Gunder Frank's hypothesis

concerning the devastating effects that the international

. capitalist system has in its udevelopment of underdevelopment u •

Valencia believed that just as the United States exploits Bogota,

so Bogota exploits Buenaventura using its port, its wood, its

cocoa and its fruit to enrich the Colombian oligarchy and their

foreign supporters. According to Valencia,

As a result, people here live by theft, and prosti­
tution. They are diseased, physically and morally and
their lives are a continuous frustration.49

Because of his political views, Valencia became known as the

URed Bishoptl. He started most of the schools in the area, a

night school program and 'V'Jas responsible for organizing mobil~~

teaching teams to reach people in the remote areas of his

diocese. 50

In January 1972, Bishop Valencia was killed in an

airplane crash. Despite the fact that many progressive priests
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in Colombia who did not sign the original declaration, sym­

pathized with the movement, repression by the Church and

the government over the four preceding years ensured that

the Golconda Movement died along with its one high-ranking

member. The major clerical organization for revolutionary

change in Latin America thereafter became the priests of

llTercer Mundo u based in Argentina. 51 In Colombia, an under­

ground group called Christians for Liberation tried to carry

on the work of Golconda. It surfaced in 1974 when it held

an assembly in Bogota but it failed to make the kind of

impact that Golconda did during its short existence. 52
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CHAPTER VI

REFORMIST MOVES IN THE COLOMBIAN HIERARCHY

Introduction

Pressure on the Colombian hierarchy from the Vatican,

CELAM and from the dissident priests within the country con­

tinued to mount during the 1960's and the early 1970's. In

some instances, the Colombian government proved to be more

reformist than the Church, forcing the Church to liberalize

her stance. However, although the hierarchy was no longer

Ultra-conservative, the changes were responses to external

pressures and the Church failed to initiate reforms in Colom­

bian society and thus to become a force for development. This

chapter will give an historical account of the areas which

best show the extent to which the Church began to change and

the limitations of those changes.

In two areas essential to Colombia's development­

agrarian reform and birth control--the hierarchy of the Church

did little to inhibit change. The Vatican encyclicals made

it virtually impossible for the Church to hold on to her under­

utilized land and, with few exceptions, the clergy were united

in support of turning it over to INCORA. The birth control

campaigns initiated by the government in the mid-60's, failed

to become an issue of conflict between Church and state but

in this instance, it was pressure from within threatening to



split the Church which kept the hierarchy's objections to a

minimum. As a result, Colombia became the first Latin Amer­

ican country with an extensive birth control program.

Although the conflict between the progressives and

the hierarchy remained, from 1971 until 1973, it abated

somewhat as the Church broke from its position of solidarity

with the government and began to show some signs of reformist

trends. However, an examination of the Church's role with

the Indians and her influence in the educational system reveals

that most of the professed new attitudes were not put into

action.

With the end of the National Front in 1974, and the

election of President Alfonso Lopez Michelsen, the former

leader of the leftist MRL, increased Church-state clashes in

Colombia were predicted. To the surprise of most observers,

the temporary breech with the state was healed. The Church

became more repressive to internal dissent and a firm alliance

was forged between the President and the Cardinal.

Agrarian Reform

The first progressive sign in the Colombian hierarchy

was its abstract statement in favour of agrarian reform deliv-

ered in September 1960. 1 Even this move was too radical for ~

one Bishop who labelled government attempts to introduce land

redistribution as:

• • • an impious and truly apostate attack against
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the beautiful Catholic social organizations which
are doing so well • • • under the care and guidance
of the bishops.2

The first President of the National Front, Alberto

L1eras Camargo, was not only a devout Roman Catholic but

also an advocate of land reform. During the 1950's, joint

United States-Latin American conferences on rural life stressed

the need for agrarian reform both to promote social justice

and to undermine the growing communist support in Latin American.

Largely due to the efforts of President Lleras, and with the

encouragement of the United States, extensive agrarian reform

laws were passed in 1962. 3 Unexploited estates were to be

sold to INCORA and the land was to be re-sold or leased to

landless peasants.

By 1965, the Church was more open in its support

giving recognition, in a general way, to the defects and in­

justices in Colombia's socie-economic structure and speaking

in favour of "changes necessary so that all members of society

may acquire their just share of material goods. 1I4 Two years

later, citing Populorum Progressio, one bishop gave 800 acres

of diocese land to the government to distribute among the

peasants.5

In July 1967, the Bishops finally released a document

pledging to give all unexploited rural estates to INCORA. In

a typically paternalistic statement, they expressed hope that

their example would inspire other land-owners to fulfill their

Christian and patriotic duty. However, they added approval of
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expropriation of land if the collective well-being demanded

it. It was not a radical move-the Chilean Church had done

the same thing years before-but it did indicate an awakening

of conscience in the Colombian hierarchy and was a personal

triumph for a progressive Bishop, Mgr. Raul Zambrano Camader,

an economist who was the Church's representative on INCORA. 6

The move was actually more pragmatic than daring for a few

weeks before, INCORA had announced that it would bring legal

procedings against four orders for 1,976 acres of agricultural

land that were trdeficiently exploited u • 7

Sale of real estate owned by the Catholic Church in

France resulted in the setting up of. a one million dollar

"Populorum Progressio Fund ll in 1969, to be administered by

the Inter-American Development Bank and to be used for agrarian

reform in Colombia. The United States had a great deal of

control over the use of the money but Colombia's efforts at
$

land re-distribution remained haphazard and inefficient.

During the 1970's, there have been numerous charges that leftist

priests, moved by the plight of half of the population who

are campesinos, have been promoting invasions of estates by

the landless peasants. 9 Such action is not surprising for in

1971, Paris La Monde reported that at the rate the Colombian

government is going, it would be 1,000 years before the hacien­

das would be broken up.IO

The Church can no longer be accused of being a wealthy

landowner at the expense of poor Colombian peasants but her
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reluctant) disposal of her own lands. Unlike the leftist

priests, the hierarchy has not backed the landless peasants

and has done little to pressure the government into speeding

up agrarian reform.

Birth Control

The one area of development where Colombia has led

the rest of Latin America is in birth control. When Carlos

Lleras Restrepo became President in 1965, he consulted the

hierarchy, ignored its advice, and began a campaign for state­

supported birth control clinics. Describing the conditions

in the overcrowded slums in the cities of Colombia--the

rampant alcholism, incest and prostitution--he said:

I find it impossible to stop and discuss the moral­
ity or immorality of contraceptive practioes with-
out at the same time meditat:L11g on the immoral,. often 11
criminal, conditions of the very act of conception••••

Ten birth control centres were started privately by

Roman Catholic doctors and Pro Familia, as the centres were

called, spread rapidly. Accion Cultural Popular has been

tolerant of Pro Familia and does not interfere with priests

who take courses to enable them to teach family planning to

their parishioners. 12 By 1976, 1,260 centres were in opera­

tion and the population growth rate had dropped from more

than 3 per cent in the 1960's to 2.4 per cent. 13

It is now widely accepted that people will reduce

their fertility rates in context with social conditions
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that make it reasonable and acceptable to have fewer children.

However, in the 1960's in Colombia, it was more than evident

that a tremendous number of pregnancies were unwanted. One

hospital alone in Bogota was taking in 8,000 victims of bot­

ched abortions annually and child murder was the ffighth highest

cause of death between the ages of five and fourteen. 14 The

number of abandoned children in Colombia today is estimated

to be 50,000 and although many priests have been involved in

efforts to rehabilitate the~amines, no method has been

successful. 15

Wben the encyclical_~manae Vit~ was published in

1968, the Colombian Church firmly supported its stand. Most

Bishops believed, with the Pope, that artificial methods of

birth control were immoral while some, like Bishop Zambranco,

saw birth control as just another form of United States imper­

ialism. 16 However, perhaps in recognition of the blatant

fact that Catholic moral teaching in this area has been

notably ineffective, the Church's few protests against Pro

Familia have been mild. In 1974, the Bishops announced that

they were preparing a document on birth control and demography

but a threatened split in the Church over the issue forced

the project to be abandoned. 17

Considering the Vatican stance one could hardly

expect any national hierarchy to actively promote artificial

methods of birth control. \fuat was interesting about this

issue in Colombia is that it shows the extent to which the
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hierarchy was willing to go to ensure its own survival. The

threat of an internal split combined with the possibility of

jeopardizing its own position of privilege with the govern­

ment was enough to keep the hierarchy silent on an issue

it otherwise would have actively condemned. The pressures

from two radically opposed sides prevented the Church from

opposing this step in Colombian development.

Criticisms of the Government

During the 1960's, the National Front was providing

an unusual degree of political stability and Colombia was

chosen by the U.S. to be a showcase for Alliance for Progress

objectives. Yet by 1969, a Senate Foreign Relations Committee

Study labelled the Colombian aid program "a shabby story of

the waste of U.S. funds and a defeat of Alliance for Progress

objectives. ule The report concluded that the Alliance funds

had only helped Colombia to postpone reforms in government

taxation, education and agriculture that were necessary in
19

order for a development effort to succeed.

Although it is not proven, it is Widely believed that

in 1970, the National Front stayed in power only by fixing the

election results to allow the incumbent Conservative, l1isael

Pastrana Borrero to win. By 1971, national discontent with

the lack of progress had reached the point where the hierarchy,

for the first time, moved from its position of solidarity

with the oligarchy and became a critic. In a £ifteen-point
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statement to the government, the Bishops pointed out the

need for widespread social and economic reforms and claimed

that the tensions in Colombian society stemmed from the

just claims of the population which finds itself
in a state of misery or subject to the anguish of
uncertainty or spurred by the hope of progress.20

They urged the government to accelerate land reform and

housing projects and to give the workers a greater voice in

management.

The government was shocked at the attack and the

Minister of Education justifiably reminded the Church that

it had taken the same approach to the problems of development

as the government. He then asked the Church for permission

to hold classes in some of its under-utilized buildings. The

head of INCORA, supporting the Church's criticisms, stated

that the peasants had turned to seizing land because they

had a Tfjustifiable mistrust of the legal Channels of agrarian

reform. lf2l He was promptly dismissed from his post.

At the 29th Planning Assembly of the Colombian Epis­

copate held in 1973, the new stance was continued. The Bishops

denounced the violations to Indian land rights, the rigidity

of the educational system, the unjust taxation, and the tradi­

tional political parties for their failure to present a real

choice to the people. However, after recognizing the problems

of free enterprise, foreign intervention and exploitation by

trans-national corporations; they did not call for a socialist

government but placed a naive reliance on the same trans-nationals
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and foreign investment to combat underdevelopment. The con­

demnation of violent revolution rem8ined but they expressed

an understanding of the temptation to resort to its use in

order to overcome institutionalized violence. The report

ended with proposals to organize courses, meetings, and pro­

grams an justice and on the need to convince all priests and

bishops to work towards change. The clergy, they said, had

a duty to denounce all injustices -- after first making certain

that their information was correct and well-documented. 22

Results of the New Stance

Some reform measures begun in the 1960's were accepted

and encouraged by the hierarchy. The rlinuto de Dios, dedi­

cated to the development of model neighbourhoods in working

class districts, was strongly supported. The Archbishop of

Cali, in an attempt to mobilize the poor rather than provide

paternalistic protection, supervised the planning of a new

parish centre which contained a medical dispensary, food

stores with low prices, a social centre and schools, along

with a church and living quarters for the priests. 23

However, despite some very outspoken statements, there

was no sign that the Church's status or role was being changed

significantly. The radicals, and even the progressives who

moved too far to the left, still had their efforts blocked.

In 1972, Bishop Raul Zambrano Camader was, like Bishop Val­

encia of Golconda, killed in an airplane crash, leaving the
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leftist clergy without support in the hierarchy.

After 1970, Colombia remained in a virtually con-

starrG state of seige until 1974. r~ny radical priests were

arrested and detained secretly without the permission of

the Archbishop--a protection provided by law. In the rural

areas, as guerrilla activity increased, the army began tor­

turing campesinos and burning their houses in order to obtain

information about the- guerrilla bands. One rural priest who

spoke out strongly against this, disappeared. 24 Priests wor­

king with slum-dwellers in Bogota and Medellin were repudiated

by the Bishops. In 1972, thirty priests working in a Bogota

slum formed a Union of Southern Parishes --an attempt to co­

ordinate their efforts to try to combat the problems of the

urban poor. They were quickly transferred and the movement

ebbed. 25

The Salesian Fathers began to document social injustices

in two periodicals, Denuncia and Encuentro~ criticiZing the

hierarchy for not commenting on such events as the government

repressed march of the campesinos on Bogota in 1972. 26 The

same year, Sacerdotes para America Latina (SAL), a socialist

non-violent movement began to take root. Considering the

fate of the Golconda Group, it remained without a national

organization, in autonomous and often anonymous small cells,

avoiding open conflict with the hierarchy. By 1975, it

claimed 300 members among Colombia's 4,000 priests. 27 Despite

the lack of a national left-wing organization, in 1974, 500
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priests issued a statement calling on the government to act

against United States influence in Colombian affairs and

accusing their own hierarchy of flbetraying Jesus Christ in

social politics. n28

With few exceptions, the hierarchy of the Colombian

Church managed to sustain a strongly co-operative arrangement

with the National Front and the only threat to the Church's

elite position came from within. There was a possibility

that Church-state relations would change when, in 1969, the

Vatican proposed that the Concordat of 1887 be revised. I~ny

of the clergy in Colombia acknowledged that some parts of it

were obsolete and the planned revision was expected to bring

about changes, especially in relation to education and to the

Indians. The revision, finally completed in 1973, failed to

alter any crucial aspect of Church-state relations and the

final agreement was so reactionary that it was criticized by

both Conservatives and Liberals. 29 The Church continued to

be allowed tax exemptions amounting to 50,OOOsOOO pesos

annually and, as an added bonus, won compensation for their

lands seized in the nineteenth century.30

The Church and the Indians

That the Indians in Colombia have had some rights

recognized in the last twenty years was due more to the efforts

of the government than the efforts of the Church. In many

cases, the government has had to battle with the mission orders,
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especially the Capuchins, on behalI OI the Indians and the

major issue OI contention has been agrarian reIorm.

In 1960, with the establishment of the Department OI

Indian AIIairs (DAI), the government began to institute poli­

cies to aid and protect the aboriginals. Two years later

the Supreme Court ruled that the land reserves were entirely

Indian property and any non-Indian owning lands in these areas

had no legal right to it. But when INCORA arrived in the

Sibundoy Valley in 1964, it met with strong resistance and

the missions joined with large landowners to set up a llCom­

mit-tee for the DeIence OI the Sibundoy Valleyll.31

Vfuile ignoring land claims against them, the Capuchins

continued t~ preach from the pulpit on the obligations to make

restitution on all unfairly acquired possessions.32 Despite

the fact that INCORA compensated land-owners generously beIore

it leased or re-sold small areas to the peasants, the Capuchins

ignored the Colombian hierarchy's stand on agrarian reIorm

and reIused -to sell unless the Holy See ordered them to. They

Ieared that losing their land would mean losing their hold

over the Indians subject to their theocratic rule. 33

In 1966, the Department of Indian AIIairs came into

the area and organized courses to promote improved agricul-

tural methods and housing. The missionaries opposed the inter­

vention, claiming that the Convention of I~ssions gave the

government no rights in the area and warned the Indians that

the DAI officials were communists. According to an account



133

in Latin Americq, at a meeting convened by DAI in 1966, a

native confronted one of the priests:

Vfuat are you doing to us? vfuat you did was take
away land from the old people and on it today you
have thousands of cows, you get thousands of bottles
of milk and you never even give one glass to a child.
Every day in this valley children starve and when
do you give us a drop of milk?34

He went on to accuse the priests of calling the DAr officials

Communist only because they were attempting to help the

Indians alleviate their miserable existence and lessen their

total dependence on the Church.

The only influence capable of forcing the Capuchins

to change their attitude was the publication of Populorum

JCrogressio. In 1968, they sold all but 300 acres (more than

the maximum legal limit) to INCORA.35

Father Gustavo Perez, the head of the social_research

institute ICODES and a former friend of Torres's, was involved

in a series of televised debates in 1970 with an army colonel

over the protection of the Guahibo Indians. The Church was

being discredited by allegations of a number of Indian massacres

in mission territories and Perez accused the army of committing

atrocities against the Indians. 36 Massacres did occur with

frequency. For example, in one raid in 1968, forty Cuivas were

slaughtered to prevent damage to private property on white

farms near their reserve. 37

In 1967, nine Colombian and two Venezuelan ranchers

lured sixteen hungry Cuivas Indians into a house by offering
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them food. When the Indians began to eat, the ranchers mur­

dered all sixteen. They \'1ere arrested and the nDeath Banquet lt

trial, held in June 1972 commanded national attention. The

ranchers pleaded guilty but assured the court: llIndian hunting

is a centuries old tradition. rr)$ At the trial, one Colombian

told the judge that he shot a six year old Indian girl because

he could not stand the sound of her sobbing. The eleven accused

stated: nVle did not think killing Indians 'Was a crime. vIe

were taught from childhood that they were vermin. u39 After

a twenty-day trial, the ranchers were acquitted.

The Bishops of Colombia strongly protested the verdict

and called for a solution to the marginalization and exploi­

tation of the indigenous people but offered no precise recom­

mendations. 40 They also made no reference to the Church's

obvious failure to carry out its duties to protect the Indians.

Considering its pewlerful position in Colombian society, if

the Church had shown proper concern, there would be no excuse

for any Colombian in 1967 to believe that killing Indians was

not a crime.

Belated as their concern was, the protest of the

Bishops, joined by other groups in Colombia, forced the acquittal

on the grounds of ignorance to be overruled and seven of the

accused faced a new trial. 41 In 1975, six of the ranchers

were sentenced to twenty-four years imprisonment -- the

maximum sentence allowed for the crime and for the first time

in Colombian history, a crime against an Indian was punished. 42
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In 1972, despite the fact that the Church's strong

approval of land reform was five years old, the Archbishop of

Popayan was still clinging to 300 hectares of land which the

Coconuco Indians claimed was illegally taken from them in the

1940's. In 1972, the Indians began a campaign to recover their

land and a year later, when they had achieved no results, they

occupied it. The Archbishop called in the police and 190

Indians were imprisoned. After a series of invasions, he

relented, agreeing to sell the land to INCORA but on the con­

dition that only those Indians who had not been involved in

the invasions would be allowed to farm it. 43 Once again, the

Church acted as a regressive force, allowing the benefits of

paternalistic charity to be bestowed only on those who were

Willing to passively wait for justice.

The 400,000 Colombian Indians (roughly the same number

as existed in 1778), are the survivers of an undeclared war

which has lasted five hundred years. For centuries, the

Indians of Colombia have· fought for land and the Church has

blunted the aims of their struggle by paternalistic treatment

and offers of mystical compensations for the lack of material

well-being. Since 1975, the Indians have begun to organize,

aiming to present a united front to demand land and to prevent

further massacres. 44

There is no nation in North or South America that can

be proud of its treatment of indigenous peoples and in Colombia,
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most of the blame for the pathetic condition of the Indians

today must go to the Church. The government can only be

held cUlpable for being disinterested enough to avoid respon­

sibility by entrusting the natives to the Church's care. As

Colombia develops and the remote areas are opened up, the

chances of the survival of the native population are grim.

The Church and Education

In the past twenty years, advances have been made

in Colombia's educational system but it still remains woefully

inadequate. Despite the rhetoric of the hierarchy and the

criticisms and efforts of the progressive clergy, the Church

has more often been the target of efforts to improve education

than the initiator of change.

The beginning of badly needed reforms was a law passed

in 1962 to ensure that professionally qualified teachers be

favoured in hiring over those with good social or political

connections. 45 The education budget also increased but although

a law in 1957 recommended that ten per cent of the national

bUdget be spent on education, the target was not reached until

1962. 46 However, even though the percentage of the GDP spent

on education in 1969 was eight times as much as was spent in

1960, it was still below the UtiliSCO target for Latin America

which was four per cent of the GDP. 47

From 1955 to 1966, enrollment in elementary schools

increased 184 per cent. In secondary schools it increased

b
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300 per cent and in post-secondary, 331 per cent. 48 The

illiteracy rate however, still stood at approximately 27

per cent. 49

Much of the problem of the educational system stems

from the de-centralized administrative structure. Three

different agencies are responsible for education and each of

the twenty-two departments has a great deal of autonomy,

leaving the central government with minimal powers of co­

ordination. 50 Political instability further complicates the

situation; from 1935 until 1970, there \?ere fifty-five dif­

ferent vlinisters of Education. 5l

A lack of technical and scientific education avail-

able has been blamed on the influence of the Church. Almost

fifty per cent of the secondary school students are enrolled

in Catholic schools which still tend to organize their curri­

cula on aoademic rather than technical lines. The major

technical schools, the National Apprenticeship Service (SENA)

receive no funds from the ~linistry of Education or the Church

but are instead supported by a direct two per cent tax on the

payroll of all firms employing more than fifty.5 2

Since the 1960 f s, even the Catholic universities have

been more flexible in their attitude towards natural and

social sciences; and engineering, agronomy and economics

are beginning to replace law and medicine as the most popular

subjects to study.53 Nearly one half of the university students

in Colombia attend Roman Catholic universities. These

b
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institutions along with those that are state-run, have re­

centlyt5ed standardized tests to establish competency for admis­

sion. 54 In the 1969 revision of the constitution, the Church

lost her authority to veto scientific courses in universities

which challenge Catholic beliefs.

The inter-dependence of public and private schools

is complex. Public schools meet in Church buildings, priests

and nuns teach in public schools, and Roman Catholic religious

teaching is a required part of the public school curriculum.

Since 1968, the State has had the right to supervise private

schools. The clergy have positions on the board of public

educational institutions and still have a say in the public

school curriculum which is also imposed on private primary

and secondary school. Subsidies, scholarships and some tea­

chers are provided by the government to private schools and

an estimated ten per cent of the ~linistry of Education's budget

goes towards financing Catholic schools. The Roman Catholic

education of Colombian children is still an officially recog­

nized aim of the national education policy.55

During the Church's brief militant period in the early

1970's, the critical stance of the priests resulted in a

backlash. Dozens of schools were closed by religious orders

because the government refused to subsidize them, give them

tax exemptions or allow them to charge high enough tution fees

to cover costs. 56 The public school system was unable to

absorb the sudden increase in students and the government was
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soon forced to make concessions.

The Catholic schools in Colombia are elitist as parents

with sufficient money, send their children to Catholic pri­

vate schools. The most serious failing of the Catholic

schools is that they are established in areas where people

can afford the fees -- not in areas where the need is the

greatest. 57 Consequently, only four per cent of the children

in rural areas attend Catholic schools and most of these are
. .. 58
~n m~ss~on areas.

Experts like Ivan Il1iah and Paulo Freire have recog­

nized the importance of education -- especially in developing

countries - as an instrument of social controlo Freire's

idea of concientizacion is an educational process which attempts

to change an unreflective IfmagicalTl view of the world. It

begins with self-criticism, forcing the student to step back,

look at his life situation, recognize whether or not he is an

object of forces surrounding him, and if he is, take steps to

transform himself and his life situation. 59 The educational

system awakens consciousness, changing the student~ mentality

to give an accurate and realistic awareness of his role in

society. By analyzing the causes and consequences of his role

and by then comparing it to the other situations and possibili­

ties, habits of resignation are overcome. 60 Although cpncien­

tizacion in a country like Colombia can be nothing but revolu­

tionary, the Church's official statements endorse it. Unfor-

tunately for the campe.sinos and Indians, the Church's enthusiasm
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on paper has only been put into action by a small number

o~ progressive priests.

An example o~ a passage ~rom one of Freire's text­

books reads:

I live and I struggle. Pedro lives and struggles.
The people live and struggle. I, Pedro, and the
people struggle. We struggle to live. To live is
to struggle. Pedro is disturbed and thinks. ~ny is
our life so harsh? Why do so many children die here?
vlliy don't the people have housing? vn1Y don't the
people learn to read? Why aren't ·there schools ~or

our children? ~Vhy do the people suf~er so much in­
justice?6l

An exerpt ~rom a Colombian mission's Handbook of Geogr~,

Historx and Civic Education still in use in the early 1970's

follows.

Question: In brie~, to what do we owe the progress
o~ the Putumayo?

Answer: With justice and sincerity, we may say
that the general progress of the Putumayo
is due to the community of Capuchin mis­
sionaries.

Question: Are the inhabitants of the Putumayo there- .
fore grateful to the Capuchin missionariesf,

Answer: Of course. Seeing the achievements o~ the
Capuchin missionaries, both spiritual and
material, the intelligent inhabitants of
the Putumayo (both Indian and settler) feel ~
indelible gratitude to them in their hearts. o2

It is the glaring contrast between these two passages

which shows most clearly how far the Colombian Church is from

making any real contribution to development. In the field

of education, because of its emphasis on conservatism, indi-

vidualism, and its refusal to adapt, the Church has ~ailed to

contribute to a solution to fundamental economic and social

problems and has instead, added to the severe class divisions
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and antagonisms in Colombian society. Any Colombian govern­

ment attempting to make a sincere effort at combatting under­

development must institute a progressive tax system to finance

enough schools to greatly diminish the hold the Church has

over education.

Current Tren1s

The official end of the National Front in 1974, and

the election of Alfonso Lopez Michelsen as President presented

the Church with a- new challenge. It was predicted that Lopez

would prove to be no friend of the Church and that the Church's

role in Colombia would undergo significant changes.

Lopez won the 1974 elections largely because of his

leftist image. His major aims were export promotion, agricul­

tural productivity, regional growth and the creation of a

dynamic industrial sector. 63 However, from his first days in

office, Colombia has continued to be plagued by riots, strikes,

and social unrest. The Andean Common ~mrket, formed in 1969,

failed to become the expected solution to the country's economic

problems. Even the current boom in coffee prices has brought

only inflation to the masses with little discernible re-dis­

tribution of income.

Lopez did not end the National Front but offered the

Conservatives a deal to partially prolong it by having each

party appoint six cabinet ministers. The traditional parties

also share the top jobs in administration. The elections of
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197$ promise to bring little change. The left-wing oppo­

sition is so divided it is powerless. The former Liberal

president, Carlos Lleras Restrepo plans to challenge Lopez

but even with a split in the Liberals, the Conservatives

are too weak to win and are therefore hoping to maintain the

National Front coalition. 64

As the reforms fail to materialize, Lopez's leftist

image is becoming tarnished. Even the predicted clash with

the Catholic Church has not occurred and the only step he

has taken to antagonize the Church has been the legalization

of civil marriage and divorce. From time to time, government

officials charge that radical priests are fomenting subversion

and disorder
65

and both priests and nuns are occasionally

arrested for assisting guerrillas. 66

The greatest flare-up within the Church took place in

the Spring of 1976 when a grOWing number of clergy, including

three bishops, showed support for government bank employees

who had been on strike since February, by alloWing sit-ins

in their churches to protect the strikers from the police.

In June, Cardinal Anibal Munoz Duque (who took over when

Concha Cordoba resigned in 1972), suspended over one hundred

priests and nuns --including several members of the socialist

group, SAL -- for their support of the strikers. 67

As a reward for his swift action, along with his

refusal to allow Bishop Camara into Bogota and his consistent

instructions to the faithful to beware of ~~rxist clergy and
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not to support left-wing parties, Cardinal Munoz Duque was

made Brigadier-General of the Colombian army in June 1976. 68

The alliance between the Church and the state was firmly

sealed by having a papal decoration arranged for President

Alfonso Lopez r~chelsen.69

1)10 hundred priests and nuns attacked the Cardinal

in an open letter calling him lfan accomplice of the system

of injustice. 1I They claimed his conduct Ufrustrates the

expectations of the people who want their church to support

their demands for justice ll , and said that he represented an

"entrenched, bureaucratic j commercialized Church, insensitive

to the conditions of the oppressed, dictatorial and sold out

to the rich. u They further condemned the religious medal to

Lopez itlho was maintaining a IIcruel situation of hunger and of

repression of the just claims of the people. u70

The almost endemic state of siege maintained by

Lopez indicates the extent to which internal unrest and dis~

content with the government continued to threaten Colombian

unity. Despite the fact that the people have continued to

agitate for reforms, Lopez's claim to be an avowed leftist

has been sufficient for the Colombian hierarchy to drop its

short-lived role as antagonist and to align itself more firmly

with the government than it has been for years. The Lopez

regime is now planning to restrict United States investment

and to phase out AID projects. It also has begun to use

some of the money from the coffee boom to buy shares in foreign
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owned firms operating in the country.7l However, the govern­

ment cannot in any way be called left-wing and it is certainly

incapable of instituting the kinds of reforms that the recent

encyclicals, the CELill~ statements and even the Colombian

Church have all called for.

The Vatican, which began the change, has lost its

first flush of enthusiasm for reform. Under Roman influence,

as early as 1972, CELAM took a turn to the right with the

election of a conservative from Argentina as president and a

stauncher conservative from Colombia as secretary general. 72

If the Colombian Church is to become a strong advocate of

reform, the change now will have to be forced from within.

Although an estimated forty per cent of the priests

have left the Church since 1968,73 the progressives remain­

ing continue to work cautiously among the people at their

task of concientizacion. Even among those who have left, a

large number, employed as teachers, are continuing their

attempts to increase self-awareness and solidarity in the

masses. To have as President a man like Lopez--a man with

a reformist reputation but without the actions to back it

up--was probably the greatest blow to their hopes for a new

Church in Colombia. He provided the perfect excuse for the

hierarchy to back down from the initial steps it had taken

very reluctantly in the early 1970's.
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CONCLUSION

James C. Davies has postulated that rebellion occurs

not during a period of great deprivation but instead, when

improvement drops off after a period of relative prosperity.

As the gap between expected need gratification and actual

need gratification widens, frustration increases and the psy­

chological state of the people makes them more prone to rebel. l

This hypothesis could help to explain la violencia of the late

40's which followed a period of Liberal reforms and economic

growth in the 1930's. If Davies~ theory is correct, the pos­

sibility of a revolution now would be remote. Colombia's

growth has been small but steady over the past twenty-five

years. There have been some set-backs and improvements have

been slow but in general, changes Within the existing frame­

work have taken place.

Statistics from any developing country are less than

accurate but they can give a general idea of the economic and

social conditions. On a 1950 based index of per capita GNP,

taking 1950 as 100, by 1960 it had increased to 117 and by
2

1970, to 140. However, the per capita GDP growth rate had

declined from 3.8 per cent in the early 1970's to 1.6 per

cent in 1975. 3 Agriculture employed 53.1 per cent of the

working population in 1951, 47.2 per cent in 19644 and 38.6

per cent in 1970.
5

In 1964, 12.8 per cent of the working pop-
6

ulation was employed in manufacturing and this had increased

to only 15.4 per cent in 1970. 7 Commerce, however, accounted
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$
for an increase from $.6 per cent in 1964 to 13.6 per cent

in 1970.
9

Colombia has remained largely dependent on one export

crop. Coffee accounted for 76.7 per cent of the total export
10value in 1955. By 1965, this had decreased to 64.$ per cent

and by 1975, to 11-4.9 per cent. However, with the rise in

coffee prices, it increased to 55.5 per cent in 1976. The

second highest export crop was cotton which accounted for

only 5.5 per cent of the total national exports in 1976.
11

12
Life expectancy in the 1950's was about 45 years.

By the 1960's, this increased to 57.5 years and from 1970 to

1975, it had increased again to 60.9 years. 13 Infant mortal­

ity rates decreased from 113.3 per 1,000 live births in the

1950's to slightly over 90 by 1970. 14 Clean drinking water

was available to 64 per cent of the population in 1961 and

to 71 per cent by 1971. However in 1971, only 47 per cent

of the rural popUlation had c1ean:water. 15

Illiteracy dropped from 47.7 per cent in 1951 to

27.1 per cent in 1964. 16 In rural areas, 3$ per cent of the

males and 44 per cent of the females were still illiterate in

1964.
17

In 1969, only 49 per cent of the population between

the ages of five and fourteen were enrolled in primary schools.

From ages 15 to 19, 33 per cent were attending secondary

schools and only 4 per cent of the population attended uni-
. 1$ I 6

vers~ty. n the mid 19 a's, Colombia had 191 university

students for every 100,000 inhabitants. In the United States,
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there were 1,738 students attending universities for every

100,000 inhabitants. 19

The elites of Colombia are' not to be viewed as evil

and heartless ogres who express-no concern for the masses.

Many of them have worked to bring about reform and despite

the defects of the National Front, the majority of presidents

elected since its institution have been noted for their attempts

to improve social conditions. \Vhat this paper argues is that

sincere as the efforts of some of the elite may have been,

they have been unwilling to break ties with the international

capitalist system. Until they make this break, reforms will

be piecemeal and the necessary structural changes will not

take place.

Because of their close ties, it is often difficult to

distinguish whether the Church or the government has been more

responsible for What minimal improvements have taken place

over the last twenty-five years. Economic growth has been

almost exclusively due to the efforts of the government but

social changes have, to some degree, been motivated by the

Church. The improvement in literacy, as has been noted, was

largely due to the Church-supported radio schools. Pressure

on the government to provide clean drinking water has often

been led by activist priests who also are noted for organi­

zing campaigns to promote social changes like better housing

and nutrition. Because of the different responses to the

idea of a "new Church lf , it is difficult to judge what effect
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the Colombian Church has had on development.

As was pointed out in the introductory section of

this paper, Leonard Binder stresses that in a modernizing

process, institutions become more complex. The increased

complexity of the function of the Church in Colombia has

reached the point where the Church is now split over the ques­

tion of what its role should be.

There have been four basic responses to the Vatican's

.call for social change. First, some believe that the elitist

system is natural and right and the Church's duty is to keep

emphasizing that death is the great equalizer and that life is

to be lived with one goal--to merit the promise of eternal

heavenly bliss. In the Colombian hierarchy and among certain

orders--most notably the Capuchins-there are still some who

adhere to this belief. However, the majority of Colombian

clergy and certainly most of the bishops, take the second

position which is that the existing system is good in principle

but can be improved upon by charity--the distribution of food

to the needy, the support of orphanages and other similar

gestures of concern. It is this position Which most Catholics

accept and as a consequence, the status quo is entrenched by

diminishing the growth of bitterness and despair which creates
20

revolutionaries.

Those who adhere to the third and fourth responses,

which includes most of the younger priests in Colombia, believe

that justice demands change, that the role of the priest must
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be re-defined and that a social revolution is necessary in

order to make the system correspond to the needs of the

people. Within the ranks of these progressives, the divi­

sion is over whether or not the social revolution can be
21peaceful. For a small minority, violent revolution is the

only answer and one of Colombia's leading Roman Catholic

radicals, German Guzman Campos has said: fl ••• violence

may actually become the supreme act of love for millions of
20

one's fellow-men."

The Hierarchy

Although the Church has a more tenacious hold on

national life in Colombia than in any other Latin American

country, there is, in the people, a great ignorance of the

precepts of Catholicism, and although religious identity

and symbolism are important, religious belief is not a vital

force in their lives. The Church as an institution still

Wields a great deal of influence but instead of realizing

the transforming potential that Eisenstadt, Bellah, Singer

and others have recognized in some religious belief systems,

the hierarchy of the Colombian Church continues to reinforce

the status quo.

Pressure from the Vaticnn on the Latin American

Churches to become a vital force in society is great. The

area has one third of the total baptized membership of the

international Church and because Latin America is under-

developed, the appeal of communism is high. The real test
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of Vatican II will be what happens to Catholicism in Latin

America in the future for if the Church fails here, it loses

much of its authority to speak to the world on development

issues. 23 However, the great fault of Vatican II and the

Medellin Statements is that there is no reference made to

the specific political conditions necessary for development.

According to Father Francisco Lage Pessoa, a Brazilian priest

living in exile in Mexico:

Once it is recognized that capitalism is the
evil par excellence in the realm of the economy and
organization of society, it is necessary to do away
with it, to put in its place a social system 1I1ess
separated from the gospel," for the advent of which
lithe Church rejoices,u as· the few bishops of the
Third World say. We would prefer the more realistic
expression, lithe Church should rejoice,1I because,
unfortunately, we see no sympton of joy in the Church
over the strengthening of socialism in the world.

But can a Catholic be a socialist? ••• Not only
can they, but, according to the degree of their
consciousness of the social problem, they have the
obligation to be socialists, if the historic moment
in which they live thus determines it and there is
no other solution for the development and welfare of
the peoples of the earth.24

As elite institutions, the international Catholic

Church, the Latin American Church and the Colombian Church

have all failed to give firm support to socialism. In an

effort to keep from alienating its elite adherents and to

maintain its m'm alliance ''lith them, the Church refuses to

remlize that reason, co-operation and commitment to universal

values rule out the important role of nationalism and class

conflict in overcoming underdevelopment. As long as the

Church fails to come to grips with economic facts, it will
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continue to have little to contribute to reform in Latin

America.

In Colombia one of the problems has been the refusal

of the Church to promote a secular state. Internal tensions

have forced the Bishops to cease to sanctify the status quo

but their condemnation of socialism and revolution leaves

them fluctuating between conservatism and mild reformism.

The internal divisions within the Church plus the fact that

half the clergy are foreign and report directly to their own

superiors abroad, keep the Church from making a unified stand

as the religious leader in society.

In answer to the questions asked in the introductory

chapter of this thesis, although the hierarchy of the Church

is placing a much greater emphasis on empirical reality, it

is not motivating change, it is not willing to challenge the

elites, and it is not promoting the concientizacion of the

masses. In its perpetuation of an elitist education system,

its support of the National Front's radical rhetoric coupled

with a policy of palliatives, and its refusal to break ties

with the state, the hierarchy fails to meet the definition

of an agent for development given in this paper. The Church's

support of the goals of the liberation theologians has stopped

at hesitant lip-service. From this, it can be ooncluded that

the hierarchy of the Colombian Church is not a force for

social change. However, its reactionary tendencies are tem­

pered by the split in the ranks of the prelates under its
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control. The question of whether or not the radicals are

contributing to political development is more difficult to

answer.

The Radicals

There is an identity crisis among priests in Latin

America. Uncertainty about their role has prompted a large

number to ask for lay status or to leave the Church completely.25

For some in rural areas who wish to change their function, this

often cannot be accomplished without leaving the priesthood.

In many rural areas, the priests, still dependent on the

wealthy landowners for financial support, find it.·very diffi­

cult to reject conservative policies. Similarly, although

upward mobility is possible in the Church, the basic criteria

is conformity with the status quoe Consequently, the hier­

archy is almost exclusively composed of priests from upper

class or upper middle class backgrounds and the few who were

not born into the elite are conservatives. The radicals have

very little influence in elite circles.

Harold Isaacs has a chapter on religion in his book

Idols of the Tribe. He recognizes that religion is an impor­

tant bond in a society and as reform splits the Catholic

Church, it affects more than the priests.

For millions of people who depended on the Church
precisely because it spoke for the firm certainties
that sustained them and provided the strongest anchor
they had for their sense of themselves, the crisis of
the Church opened a group identity crisis of great
depth and unpredictable outcomes.26

The radicals have undoubtedly been a disruptive force
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but Colombia is badly in need of disruption that will chal­

lenge the institutionalized violence of the status quo. As

Marxists discover unexpected allies in the Roman Catholic

structure,anti-clericism declines and within r~rxist parties

and the clergy, there are small groups whose ultimate aim is

a Marxist revolution tempered by the humanism of Christian­

ity.

Until the hoped-for revolution takes place, the radi­

cals have managed to mitigate some of the extreme reactionary

tendencies of the hierarchy. Although those priests who try

to promote reform often suffer repercussions, some efforts do

succeed. The occupation of land by campesinos, community

organizations in working class and slum neighbourhoods and

general strikes to protest such things as the lack of clean

water have all been successfully led by priests from time to

time during the past decade. By focusing discontent into

specific action, the progressive priests have made the Church

the leading spokesman for groups that were before not repre­

sented by any institution in the society. By having the Church

take on this new role, the progressive priests are helping

to avert the kind of participation crisis outlined by Myron

Weiner which was discussed in the introductory chapter of

this paper.

One of the weaknesses of the Dependencia theory is

that it argues that this type of reformist effort made within

a capitalist framework, is actually regressive for it merely



159

alleviates the general suffering enough to postpone the

inevitable revolution for a few years. According to Andre

Gunder Frank and other Dependencia theorists, until the .

miracle of a successful revolution occurs, one must avoid

all stop-gap measures and concentrate on Ifworking to make

the revolution H • What this actually entails remains a

mystery. It is evident then, that the Dependencia theory

is useful in explaining some of the causes and reasons for

the perpetuation of underdevelopment but in the face of con­

ditions eXisting today, it fails to contribute to its liquida­

tion.

Ivan 1llich, although committed to radical change in

Latin America, criticizes the progressive priests for dif­

ferent reasons. The change, he says, has to be secular be­

cause radical priests have no more right to manipulate the

gospel to their purposes any more than do the conservative

oligarchies.

Ivan Vallier, while insisting that religious reform

is a prerequisite vf social reform says that when radical

priests assume that the Church must be the vanguard of change,

they are asserting the old idea that the Church is the all­

knowing, all-seeing entity and thus the solution to all of

society's ills. tlConsequently, some of the most retrogres­

sive and traditionalizing impulses are found among Christian

revolutionaries. 1l24 The function of the Church in society,

he says, is not to mastermind the revolution. As traditional
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society is destroyed, and extended families and neighbourhoods

disappear, new bases will be needed to gratify traditional

needs and to give confidence in the new secular order. It is

here that the Church is crucial because it is the best tool

to bind old values to new situations. 28

The position of a progressive priest in Colombia is

not enviable. Surrounded by poverty, he knows that he commands

respect and often is the best qualified individual in an area

to organize the people and try to help them reach some degree

of self-awareness. If he works with the masses and manages

to bring about a few changes to lessen their misery, he is

condemned by the traditionalists for being radical and con­

demned by leftists for sacrificing the next generation's chance

at revolution for the sake of a few paltry improvements now.

If he takes the final step as did Camilo Torres, Domingo Lain

and others, and joins a guerrilla group, he is virtually

committing suicide.

The contribution to the revolution of the guerrilla

priests presents many problems. First, there is the basic

contradiction between a leader in a Church which preaches

universal love participating in a class revolution. Then,

as in the case of Camilo Torres, it can be asked whether a

decision to join a guerrilla group is the right decision for

the revolution. ~fus engaging in violent combat the best use

of Camilo's talents or would he have contributed more to

the cause by working at the kind of peaceful, consciousness-
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raising that Helder Camara is internationally noted for?

Because Camilo was the first martyred guerrilla-priest, his

gesture has had international consequences but the handful

of priests who have followed his example have been quickly

forgotten. Is their decision to fight a courageous one or

is it instead, a desperate and selfish escape from the

despair they are surrounded by every day?

As Singer and Bellah emphasized, religion can play

a role in development by legitimizing change. wben Torres

became a guerrilla, he became a revolutionary like any other

revolutionary and in so doing, forfeited the contribution he

could have made to development through religion. ~Vhen a priest

becomes a guerrilla, he gives up the role the Church can play

in humanizing the revolution because in order for the Church

to fulfill this function, it must forego the vanguard position

and always be slightly behind the revolution.

Although the leftist priests are criticized from all

sides, the tremendous increase in efforts to repress them

proves that they are a threat to the status quo. Throughout

Latin America, a large number of radical priests, most of whom

are not guerrillas, have paid with their lives for their com­

mitment to change. 29 The progressive priests are contributing

to political development in Colombia but the extent of their

contribution will remain weak as long as the hierarchy thwarts

their efforts. Without official backing, they are forced

to walk a tightrope between betraying their people by not doing
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enough and betraying the Church by assuming too much personal

authority.

The Potential of the Church as an Agent for Change

Ivan Vallier claims that it is the weakness of the

Church in Latin America, not its strength, that is responsible

for political instability. The Church's weakness forces it

into constant political manoeuvres and prevents it from crea­

ting a re~-moral foundation in Latin American countries. In

the book, Violence and Repression in Latin America, Duff and

McCamant test Vallier's thesis and conclude that Vallier under";

states the case. The Church not only has failed t·o create a

re]gio-moral foundation for the society but also has stimUla­

ted dissensus and conflict in its fight for political and

material gain. Colombia, they say, has suffered more violence

over clerical issues then any other country in Latin America.

vfuat they discover when testing Vallier's hypothesis against

data is that a strong Church does not necessarily decrease

political instability. Without the backing of established

political parties and an entrenched military, the Church has

little effect on the smooth functioning of a political system. 3D

If the Church has difficulty contributing to political

stability, it has more difficulty contributing to political

change. The tendency to think in ultimates and the difficulty :in

accepting different points of view not only cause internal con­

flict but also prevent active participation in pm~ groups

l'wrldng to promote development. As the Church struggles to overcome
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her view of herself as the absolute authority, political

leftism and Protestantiom with their emphasis on horizontal
31solidarity, continue to erode the Church's support. .

The Church in Latin America cannot preach national

independence as a solution to the continent's problems of

economic dependence for she is herself, a colonial church.

In 1962, the U.S Catholic Church launched a program aiming

to get 2,250 priests, brothers and sisters to volunteer to

go to Latin America. The program fell far short of its aim

and as Illich says, the reaction to the failure of this band­

aid operation to stem the appeal of Castroism, should be

relief. To those who answered the call, Illich warned that

they must:

• . • accept the fact that a limping ecclesiastical
assistance program uses them as palliatives to ease
the pain of a cancerous structure, the only hope
that the prescription will give the organism enough
time and rest to initiate a spontaneous healing. Much
more probably, the pharmacist's pill will both stop
the patient from seeking a surgeon's advise and addict
him to the drug.32

David Mutchler, himself a former Jesuit, is far more

critical of the results of the Church's dependency. He claims

that the Latin American Church is an instrument of U.S. and

Western European policy interests and that her own prime in-

terest is neither reform nor reaction but only survival. In

the introduction to Mutchler's work, Horowitz states:

• • • the intricnte network of relationships between
the cross and the stars and stripes makes the con­
nection between the cross and the hammer and sickle
something less than a full blown romance. • • .33
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He agrees with Camara and 111ich that the Church's adapta-

tions to change are mired by her international affiliations

both secular and religious. Disagreeing with Vallier's belief

that Catholicism is a pre-requisite for societal improvement,

he says that the Church spreads and legitimizes dependency

by creating her own grass-roots organizations in competition

v1ith the national left. 34 The Jesuit social agency, CIAS 1 in

Colombia, he claims, gets money from the CIA to build peasant

organizations to counteract Vfurxist ones. 35

By 1974, international agencies like ~lisereor and

Adveniat were no longer supporting Ilsubversive lt social pro-

jects in Latin America. ~~ether the pressure came from Euro-

pean or Latin American bishops is uncertain but there is a

tacit understanding that European money now goes to saving

souls, not to bettering social conditions. 36

The great threat to the Roman Catholic Church in

Latin America is not found in the spread of ~mrxism or of

Protestantism but in the internal hemorrhaging of the Catholic

system. A Rand Corporation report in 1972 correctly predicted

that the Church '~ill increasingly reject all active sponsoring

of violent revolutiDn,,37 and will not guide the process

of social and political change. Any attempt by the Church

to translate moral abstractions into political action would

create such rifts that the survival of the Church would be

jeopardized. 38
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The hierarchy of the Church in Colombia is an elite

institution concerned more with the suppression of the

. masses than 1'lith their mobilization. Its aim is to main­

tain the Church's privileged position in the society by

supporting a government more concerned with preserving

the status quo than with adjusting to change. Far from

being a force for modernization, the hierarchy's complex

international and internal ties make it an accomplice in

the fldevelopment of underdevelopment ll •

Despite the regressive tendencies of the hierarchy's

policies, the possibility of the Church making constructive

contributions to change in Colombia remains. It is necessary

in the final analysis to differentiate between the hierarchy

and other segments of the Church. That the Roman Catholic

Church in Colombia is becoming increasingly pluralistic is

n~de evident by the split in the Church and the efforts of

the leftist clergy show that one segment of the Church is

nm'.' shovling a new concern for groups of people in Colombian

society that were before not represented by any institution.

Furthermore, these often highly educated reformist priests

serve as a vehicle for ideological inputs into Colombian

society from other leftist Latin American Catholics and

frop.! l'ilarxists in both Latin AL'lerica and Europe. With their

influence in the educational system and in their contact

with the Colombian people, the effect of this radical ideo­

logical input could be significant in the years to come.
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During the 1960's, the new directions initiated by

Pope John and other progressive Catholic leaders prompted

a brief period of significant changes in the Roroon Catholic

Church. In the past few years, however, the challenge of

Vatican II and the 1~dellin Statements had diminished. As

often happens when an organization or government moves

radically to the left, a counter-action soon sets in and

the Church is now swinging back to a more right-wing stance.

However, some of the changes have had lasting effects and

in ten or fifteen years, as the older luore reactionary

Bishops in Colombia are replaced by younger more progressive

men, the Church may take on a new role. Although it is

the view of the author that the Church can not be at the

forefront of revolutionary change, eventually it may well

become an influential force assisting in the re-struc­

turing of Colombian society.
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Appendix

Platform of the~ United Front of the Colombian People

To all Colombians, the popular classes, the organi­

zations of communal action, labour unions, cooperatives,

mutual aid societies, peasant leagues, Indian communities,

and worker organizations, and to all the discontented and

those who are not aligned with the traditional political

parties, we present the following platform to unify all

sectors of the Colombian populace with concrete objectives.

1. Motives

1. The decisions that are indispensable for our Colombian

political system, if it is to be oriented for the benefit of

the majorities rather than the minorities, must be made by

those who hold power.

2. Those who now possess real power constitute an economic

minority who make all the fundamental decisions concerning

national policy.

3. This minority never makes any decisions which might

adversely affect their own interests or the foreign interests

with which they are connected.

4. The decisions required for a socio-economic development

of the country beneficial to the majorities and for national

independence necessarily affect the interest of the economic

minority.

5. These circumstances make a structural change of political

power absolutely indispensable in order that the majorities



171

may make the decisions.

6. At the present time the majorities reject the political

parties and reject the system in force} but they do not have

a political apparatus that is capable of seizing power.

7. The political apparatus that is organized must seek the

greatest possible support from the masses. It will need

technical planning and should be based upon principles of

action rather than upon a popular leader so that the danger

of "kitchen cabinets," demagogy, and personalism may be

avoided.

2. Objectives

1.. AGRARIAN REFORM

Ownership of the land will be vested in those vlho are \'1orking

it directly.

The government will appoint agrarian inspectors who will

deliver titles to the peasants but will require that cUltiva­

tion be controlled by cooperative and communal systems in

accordance with a national agrarian plan, and with credit

and technical assistance.

Land will not be purchased by anyone. Any land that is

necessary for the common good will be expropriated without

compensation.

The Indian councils will enter into real possession of the

lands which belong to them. This will promote the development

and strengthening of these native communities.
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2. URBAN REFORN

All those who are living in houses in cities and towns will

be owners of the house which they inhabit. Persons who

depend only on the rental of a house as a source of income

may keep it, even if they are not living in it, if they can

prove that such dependence is the case.

An owner will be fined if, in the judgement of the govern­

ment, his house is not sufficiently utilized. This fine will

be invested by the State in its housing projects.

3. PLANNING

An obligatory plan will be prepared with the aim of reducing

imports, increasing exports, and industrializing the country.

All public or private investment will be subject to the

national investment policy. Operations in foreign currencies

will be handled exclusively by the State.

4. TAXATION POLICY

A progressive income tax will be collected from those whose

earnings are greater than the income required by an average

Colombian family to live decently, as for instance five thou­

sand pesos in 1965. Anything more than this limit which is

not invested in sectors indicated by the official investment

policy will be completely surrendered to the State. No ins~i­

tution will be exempt from taxation. Vfuges up to a certain

limit, for example five thousand pesos a month in 1965, will

not be taxed.
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5. NATIONALIZATION

Banks, insurance companies, hospitals, clinics, centers for

the manufacture and distribution of drugs, public transpor­

tation facilities, radio and television, and natural resour­

ces will belong to the State.

The State will provide free education for all Colombians,

respecting the ideology of the fathers of families until the

end of secondary education, and the ideology of students

after the secondary level.

Education will be obligatory until secondary or technical

education is completed. There will be penal sanctions against

fathers who do not comply with the obligation of educating

their children. Financing will be covered by the official

investment policy through increase of taxation.

Underground resources will belong to the State and the

exploitation of oil will be undertaken in the interests of

the national economy. Oil concessions will not be given to

foreign firms except under the following conditions:

1. The participation of the State will not be less

than 7CY/o.

2. Refining, distribution, and production of fuels

will be pUblic services under State control.

3. After a period of not more than 25 years, there

will be reversion to the State of all enterprises,

equipment, and installations, without compensation.



174

4. Wages and salaries of Colombian workers and

employees will be at least equal to those of

foreigners of the same occupational categories.

6. INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Colombia will enter into relations with all the countries

of the world and will foster commercial and cultural exchan­

ges on conditions of equity and mutual benefit.

7. SOCIAL SECURITY AND PUBLIC HEALTH

The State will introduce a complete and progressive program

of social security which guarantees the population the right

to free health and medical attention without prejudice to

the private practice of the profession, and will carefully

examine all the aspects related to unemployment, invalidism,

old age, and death. All personnel of the health professions

will be employed by the government and will be paid up to

the limit fixed by law in accordance with the number of fami­

lies who ask to be under their care.

8. FM~ILY POLICY

There will be sanctions against fathers of abandoned children.

The protection of the wife and children will be assured by

law through effective sanctions. F

9. Aill'ffiD FORCES

The budget for the armed forces shall be adequate for their

purpose without affecting the health and educational needs of
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all Colombianss The defense of national sovereignty will be

the responsibility of the whole Colombian nation. bvomen will

be obliged to render some public service after they are a

eighteen years old.

10. WO~~Nf8 RIGHTS

Women will participate on an equal footing with men in the

economic, political, and social activities of the country.

(The Platform of the United Front was first published in
Frenta Unido, February 1965. It is re-printed in Maurice
Zeitlin, Father Cami10 Torres: Revolutionarx Writings,
trans. Robert Olsen and Linda Day (New York: Harper and Row,
1969), pp. 237-242.
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