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RESUMO

Publicada como A Theology of Human Hope (1969), sua obra foi a 
-

do século XX. A tese não é apenas parte de uma longa ligação histórica 
do PTS com a Teologia da Libertação. À luz da contribuição inovadora 
da obra de Alves, este ensaio apresenta primeiro o papel do Princeton 
Theological Seminary como um dos lugares do nascimento da Teologia 

de Rubem Alves.
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20th

-
tood story. In light of Alves’ innovative contribution, this essay attempts 

-
te the content and meaning of Alves’ theology.
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-
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3. Later published 
as A Theology of Human Hope4

5 and provided some basic impetus for the late 

3 -

(Ph.D. diss., Princeton Theological Seminary, 1968).
4 ALVES, Rubem. A Theology of Human Hope (Washington: Corpus, 1969). Its Portu-

guese translation, Da esperança 
years after the English original due to self-censorship because of political problems 
during the time of the military dictatorship in Brazil (1964-1985). 

5 -
Teología de la liberación: perspectivas 

(Lima: Centro de Estudios y Publicaciones, 1971). The book derived from a confe-
rence given at Chimbote, Peru, in 1968 entitled Hacia una teología de la liberación 
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20th

-
tood story. In light of Alves’ innovative contribution, this essay attempts 

of Liberation Theology in the United States6 -
gate the content and meaning of Alves’ theology. 

1. Princeton Theological Seminary’s Role

Alves’ contribution to the emergence of Liberation Theology has its 

7. The 
trip to Spain marked the beginning of Mackay’s life-long interest in Ibero
-American culture, and it prompted him to travel to South America, parti-
cularly to Peru, as a missionary and educator. It also prompted him later in 

left this position to become President of PTS from 1936 to 1959. 
In 1933, Mackay published The Other Spanish Christ: A Study in 

the Spiritual History of Spain and South America8

9. This book, as Luis Rivera Pagán points out, has been 

In this article the terms Liberation Theology and Theology of Liberation are used 
indistinctively, although in Portuguese and Spanish there is a semantic difference. 
Liberation Theology, related to Teologia libertadora, can be a characteristic of any 

Teologia da libertação/Teologia de 
la liberación, is a school of theological thought.

6 Union Theological Seminary, NY, could also be considered a birth place.
7 -

Theology Today 40:4 (January, 
1984), p. 453.

8 John A. Mackay, The Other Spanish Christ: A Study in the Spiritual History of Spain 
and South America 

9 RIVERA PAGÁN, Luis N. ‘Theology and Literature in Latin America: John A. 
Mackay and The Other Spanish Christ’, Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology 7:4 
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-
-

ther naïve understanding of the Spanish and Latin American political 
-
-

tanding and conception of the Christian gospel might be enriched and 
transformed by its incarnation in the Latin American spiritual milieu 

10

-
11

-

12. Furthermo-

and literary language. Even though Mackay himself did not move in this 
-

-
logy in the late 1960s. 

In the early 1950s, Reformed theological education in Brazil still 
copied the North American Puritan model brought to the country by Ame-

Visiting Professor in World Christianity Conference lecture delivered at PTS in Fe-
bruary 2000 and published as ‘Myth, Utopia, and Faith: Theology and Culture in 
Latin America’, The Princeton Seminary Bulletin 
using the version published in the Journal of Hispanic/Latino Theology. 

10 RIVERA PAGÁN, ‘Theology and Literature in Latin America’, p. 8-9. 
11 RIVERA PAGÁN, ‘Theology and Literature in Latin America’, p. 9. 
12 RIVERA PAGÁN, ‘Theology and Literature in Latin America’, p. 10-12.
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Alves’ dissertation advisor at PTS, arrived in Brazil in 1952 to teach theo-
logy at the Presbyterian Seminary in Campinas. According to Leopoldo 

-
king13

and particularly Dietrich Bonhoeffer14. By prompting a fresh look at these 
more traditional Western resources, Shaull helped stimulate the thinking 

-

15. 

dictatorships, political and ecclesial persecution, and gross differences 
-

16

13 CERVANTES-ORTIZ, Leopoldo. Series de Sueños: La teología ludo-erótico-poéti-
ca de Rubem Alves 

14

Richard Shaull in Latin America’, The Princeton Seminary Bulletin 22:1 (2001),  
-

15 -

and Rubem 
16 ALVES, Rubem. Tomorrow’s Child: Imagination, Creativity, and the Rebirth of Cul-

ture 

-



24 REFLEXUS - Ano VIII, n. 12, 2014/2

-

-

-
phical-sociological readings, and his intense concern for the suffering 
of people, all combined to prompt the development of a paradigm of 

the question of hope -

-
kind by means of encouraging utopian dreams. 

2. Alves’ Development

his career17: 

-

-

17

15, 2006. 
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and of peoples18.

pious fundamentalist. Fundamentalism is a mental attitude that attributes 

not what the fundamentalist says, but how he says19.
-

teriano do Sul, in Campinas, São Paulo, Brazil. According to Cervantes

that ranges from 1956 to 196320

-

societal order. They also demonstrate Alves’ anguish at the fact that La-
tin American Protestants remained at the margins of the most important 
social and political questions of the time because of their tendency to 

should be engendered both through spiritual and concrete means.

Sul by introducing him both to the ideas of the Social Gospel and to the 

18 Rubem Alves, ‘Sobre deuses e caquis’, Comunicações do ISER 7.32 (1988), 29. This 
A Theology of 

Human Hope but never appeared in English.
19 -

bellini, ed., La nuova frontiera della teologia en America Latina, 2nd. ed. (Brescia: 

20 CERVANTES-ORTIZ, Series de sueños, p. 34-38. The chronology is presented here 
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beginning to the end, the Bible is a constant celebration of life and 

glory of God seemed to us deeply inhuman and anti-biblical. Couldn’t 

21

a parish minister of the Presbyterian Church of Brazil in Lavras, Minas 

-

(1963-64); second, as a candidate for the degree of Doctor of Theology 

prise de conscience about the political 

can offer to help promote change in these regions. 

-
22

on in his doctoral dissertation. As he completed this master’s degree, 
coup d’état deposed the president of Brazil and es-

21 ALVES, ‘Dal paradiso’, p. 418. 
22 ALVES, Rubem. ‘A Theological Interpretation of the Meaning of the Revolution in 

Brazil’ (S. T. M. Thesis, Union Theological Seminary, NY, 1964).
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exiled
his master’s thesis and had been hoping to return to Brazil before the 
coup occurred. While the events gave him pause, he decided to return 

Supreme Council of the Presbyterian Church of Brazil had released a do-
-

carte blanche for political persecution against him. Considering both his 
and his family’s safety, Alves accepted an offer arranged through friends 
from the United Presbyterian Church – USA23, and from President James 
McCord of PTS, to return to safe American soil and pursue a doctorate24. 
Through this action, PTS once again became the nurturer of the nascent 
Liberation Theology.

Alves’ dissertation published as A Theology of Human Hope25 one 
-

26. Even though it had support from 
the Dissertation Committee (Richard Shaull, Diogenes Allen, and Char-

-

27. 

23

24 ALVES, ‘Sobre deuses e caquis’, p. 18-23; and ARAÚJO, João Dias de. Inquisição 
sem fogueiras: Vinte anos de História da Igreja Presbiteriana do Brasil: 1954-1974 

enforced by the military government.
25 -

man Catholic editor in order to make the book more marketable. Not only is there an 
Theologie der Hoffnung: Untersuchun-

gen zur Begründung und zu den Konsequenzen einer christlichen Eschatologie, 

that time.
26 -

27

Rights Act, and the French movement during the month of May.  
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After his graduation from PTS, and in spite of persistently dangerous 
political circumstances, Alves returned to Brazil. Soon after his return, 

basis in Reinhold Niebuhr’s chair, but he decided to accept only a year

Tomorrow’s Child: Imagination, Creativity, and 
the Rebirth of Culture.
in Theology of Hope,

ecumenical conferences on Liberation Theology, but he did not partici-
pate in the encounters that took place in August 1970 and June 1971 in 

-
28. Instead, Al-

Iglesia y 
Sociedad en América Latina29. Alves’ distance from the other Liberation  

28 et alii, Pueblo Oprimido, Señor de la Historia (Montevideo: 
Tierra Nueva, 1972).

29 ALVES, Rubem. ‘God’s People and Man’s Liberation’, ISAL Abstracts, 3:26, [1970], 
p. 7-12. I mention this article because in it, Alves clearly summarizes his project at 

not only in the sphere of civilization, of discovery, of the structure of his physical 

by Aristotelism and supported by Christian theology in collapse, and the revolutio-
nary model as but an incomplete assessment of the faulty functional structures of 

utopia of community. ISAL functioned from 1961 to 1972 as a forum of theological 

-
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other streams of Latin American Christianity, especially those associated 

30. 

path in the years 1972 through 1975, and though faithful to his previous 
-

shift marks,

-

more playful 
than the liberation theologies, almost all solemn31.

-

theological ideas. During this period, Alves began to distance himself 
more and more from traditional theological language, and he replaced 

some forms of subversion of the established cultural order, its theology 

30 The dominance of Roman Catholic theologians in the Liberation movement is not 
surprising, since the changes prompted by the Second Vatican Council meant that 

the social and political order than in changing it. 
31 CERVANTES-ORTIZ. Series de Sueños, p. 37. Original italics.
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failed to promote an active social change in society. That is, Protestant 

and physical political change32

assist in the production of concrete changes for the people of his nation 
-

the role of science and education in cultural formation and the usage of 

-
ple, the book Protestantismo e Repressão (1979)33 reveals that Alves’ 
concern has shifted from the liberation of the poor as a class to a more 
personal liberation, and this is a change that leads him to focus on aes-
thetics rather than social ethics. Further shifts are revealed in his focus on 

Creio na ressureição 
do corpo34.

-

that the third phase of his career truly began. 

3. Liberation: The Dissertation and Beyond

-

35

-
ther they can provide a reasonable response. Alves asserts that his main 

32 CERVANTES-ORTIZ, Series de Sueños, p. 36. 
33 ALVES, Rubem. Protestantismo e repressão (São Paulo: Ática, 1979).
34 ALVES, Rubem. Creio na ressurreição do corpo: meditações. Rio de Janeiro: CEDI, 

1982.
35

Ethics in a Christian Context
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36

-
tanding, one that provides a different approach to human community. 

that disregards traditional national, economic, social, or racial bounda-
ries37. Instead, this community is united by a common understanding of 

not they promote liberation or transformation of society on behalf of the 

Alves engages in a discussion about language and its purpose.

-
-

38

the reasons for his rejection of this kind of language is his argument that 
a shift often occurs in this kind of language, such that, instead of human-
kind using technology, technology incorporates and molds humankind 

-
-

technological system and the messianic pretensions of its language stand 
in direct opposition to the liberation and humanization sought by the man 

36

37 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 6.
38 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 17.
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39 -

40.
-

-

41. For Alves, theological language refers 

42. It separates 

43. Consequently, God becomes an en-
tity that limits human freedom, and as such, God becomes anti-human 

44. 

45. Alves’ 
rejection rests both on the assumption that political humanism negates the 
present, and in particular the dehumanizing present, in favor of a better 

39

40 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 27. 
41 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 28. 
42 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 29.
43 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 29.
44 ALEVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 32. 
45
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-

he also rejects as paradigms for the language of humanization. Among 
the many arguments Alves presents about Barth, the most important is 

a historical future46. It is, Alves contends, as if Barth makes the future 
the past and real time not historical but metaphysical. As for Moltmann, 
Alves believes that he leaves no room for transcendence in the presence. 

the Church alone mediates the fact of the resurrection through its prea-
ching, and thus it is the one that creates the only true history. Alves re-

the Word is not preached, there is no history; on the contrary, he argues, 
47.

After dismissing these various types of theological language, Al-

-

-

conditions for its solution are already present or at least in the process 
48

future acts as an indicator that the future, in turn, is open to human-

49. Alves points out that this language  

46 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 54-55. 
47 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 67-68. 
48 -

nomy,’ in Erich Fromm, Marx’s Concept of Man 
p. 218. 

49 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 86.
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has questionable abilities to be both historical and optimistic, because 
it easily falls prey to either becoming overly optimistic romanticism or 
becoming overly faithful to history. As a consequence, he concludes,  
optimism may lose hope and give rise to frustration.

50. Instead, it is based upon historical 

-
51

humankind cooperate to create a future. Alves suggests that imbedded 

-

-

52. 
Many of Alves’ ideas in his dissertation have their origins in Mar-

-
-

apéritif, thinking only about the pièce 
de résistance. 

50 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 87. 
51

52
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12:8-11). The bitter taste of suffering can never be eliminated from 
the apéritif, 53.

a totally positive vision of the future. It is the good of the present apéri-
tif, 

pièce de résistence 
not, in a dessert

54.

Tomorrow’s 
Child: Imagination, Creativity, and the Rebirth of Culture,
claims that imagination also suffers domestication by technocrats, alie-

-
ries. Such suffering, he argues, has drastic consequences. The language 
of a community of faith and its ethics is based on imagination, and by 
controlling the imagination, the paradigm that projects the future in the 

55, second, the elimination of any free pleasure56; and 
third, the idea of the inevitability of humankind’s alienation57. Within 

53 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, 155. Original italics. 
54 ALVES, Theology of Human Hope, p. 152.
55 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 26. 
56 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 31. 
57 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 34.
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As a consequence, people become convinced that the present reality is 
the only possible approach to life. That is, since imagination belongs to 
the category of illusion, it needs to be rejected out of hand58. This type 

-
ped by Auguste Comte in his Philosophie Positive, 
imagination belong to earlier stages of human development59.

the one hand, Freudian analysis legitimizes the system by making resis-
-

is not imagination but science that moves history, both the psychoanalyst 

functional, discard the dysfunctional by considering it to be negative. 
-

a person, a thought] has a function it is good, or at least essential. Man 
60

61 
through his imagination.

-

to accept fate62

consciousness means a realization of both the need for freedom and the 

58 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 43.
59

and theological studies are included under the historical studies of Social Physics, is 
found in: Auguste Comte, La Philosophie Positive, tome II, résumé Jules Rig (Paris: 

Logik der Forschung: zur Erkenntnistheorie der 
modernen Naturwissenschaft (Wien: Springer, 1935).

60 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 71.
61 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 71. 
62 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 74.
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calls this process metanoia, 

metanoia
-

63.

of established rules64

can be found. Imagination also forms a utopian image of the future. It is 
in the forming of the idea of a future transformed by hope that possible 
changes may be attempted65 -

66. For 
this reason, magic rituals, play, and utopian dreams should not conside-
red symptoms of sickness as much as they might be seen as values that 
are not seen as functional, pragmatic, or real by Western civilization67. 

as a function of the structures of social organization; rather, he seeks to 

68

not a time of birth but a time of the conception of a community of faith.

-
69. Play 

63

64 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 85-87. 
65 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 101-103.
66 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 115. 
67 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 121.
68 ALVES, Tomorrow’s Child, p. 131. 
69 Philosophy of the Arts: An Introduction to Aesthetics, 3rd ed. 

(London: Routledge, 2005), p. 24.
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70

Georg Gadamer71

72 in the challenge to propose and discern mea-

73. Furthermore, 

-
tainly be seen from the perspective of play and as symbolic constructions 

4. A Critical Dialogue

Rubem Alves and Thomas Sanders that occurred in the second phase of 
74 -

tique of the Theology of Liberation of the type that Alves proposed. First, 
he argues that Christians, although liberated from sin, remain sinners. As 

75. As a 
 

70 Philosophy of the Arts, p. 25.
71

Symbol und Fest’, in Gesammelte Werke 8: Ästhetik und Poetik I (Tübingen: J. C. B. 
Mohr, 1993 [1974]), p. 94-142.  

72 Philosophy of the Arts, p. 25.
73 Philosophy of the Arts, p. 25.
74

75



 REFLEXUS - Revista de Teologia e Ciências das Religiões 39

76. It is, he says, balanced 

and justice77

ongoing problems and limited options open to given nations have not 
78. 

Alves responded to Sanders’ critique by arguing that Christian uto-
pianism does not seek a perfect society; it presents, rather, an alternative 

79. Reality is a human 

80. Finally, 

the system they serve. In actuality, these terms are relative to the systems 
they seek to transcend by pointing to the limitations of a given society81. 

social systems are under God’s historical judgment [and that] sooner or 
82. For this reason, it is a mistake to take a given so-

in history. Indeed, just as biblical stories are full of social surprises and 

76

77 Chris-
tianity and Crisis 33:15 (September 1973), p. 170. 

78

79

80

81 Christianity 
and Crisis 33:15 (September 1973), p. 175.

82
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ealism’s revolt against utopias is a sign that it participates in the revolt 

83.   

84

State has done. Realism and pragmatism are, in short, ideologies that 
status quo 

Theopoetics: Lon-
ging for Liberation,85 Alves relates his ideas to the spiritual re-enactment 
of the Eucharist:

Communion is a child of love.
It seems that love shuns too much light.
Therefore communion, it seems, shuns too much light86. 

-

83

84

85 Struggles for Solida-
rity: Liberation Theologies in Tension. Lorine M. Getz, and Ruy O. Costa (eds.). 
Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992, p. 159-171.

86
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87

88. 

eat the same bread, that is cum panis. 89 It is this idea of companionship 

90

To speak about my body is to speak about the stories that make 

the marks of the old stories could never be erased. They remained 
invisible, inside…Today, thanks to science, it is possible to recover 

-
ten, scraped off, forgotten, one after the other. But even the old ones 

-
91 

Whereas Alves encourages the readers to understand meaning 
-

tand the meaning and consequences that a story of a person or institution 
has in relation to other persons or institutions. Navigating through the 

quest for meaning in life.

87

88

89 cum panis
origin to the term compania in Vulgar Latin, meaning a group of people that eat 
bread together, and later it came to refer to people that do something together. 

90

91
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