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Student ID 10332      Christian Holiness 

 

An investigation into the Christian Doctrine of God and its implications for Political 

Holiness, with particular reference to Liberation Theology 

 

Introduction 

 

Aristotle said that politics was the highest and most authoritative of all the arts because it 

encompassed and embraced all the other arts and disciplines and used them to its own 

ends.1  There are many theologians who would disagree, to be sure, but the all-

pervasiveness of politics in every area of life means that human beings are now 

irreversibly a part of an incredibly complex nexus of global political and economic 

systems2 that stretch from horizon to horizon. 

 

Any theologically responsible Christian doctrine of holiness must now necessarily 

consider the question of political holiness, since human beings, communities, and the 

whole of creation are politically involved and entangled, "for everything has a political 

colour"
3
.  This essay will consider the question of holiness and Politics in three different 

areas.  Firstly, we will examine some of the errors in some understandings of Christian 

holiness that have caused the political and economic stage to be vacated in Christian 

thought and practice. Secondly, we will consider the extent to which modern political and 

economic systems have profaned and destroyed the concept of personhood, and we will 

argue that Christology offers a radical and confrontational alternative means of 

understanding, reaffirming and sanctifying human personhood. Finally, we will see how 

holiness functions at a corporate level, and how the Triune God might transform and 

                                                 
1 Aristotle, Ethica Nichomachea I.ii 
2 Bonino, J-M Towards a Christian Political Ethics (London: SCM, 1983) 12 
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sanctify our concepts of structure and community in the face of oppressive political and 

economic systems that dominate modern life. The context of our discussion will mostly 

be that of the Latin American liberation theologians, who we believe have done important 

and progressive work in the area of political holiness. 

 

1. Hindrances to developing a political holiness 

 

The spheres of politics and economics have not always been considered as part of 

traditional Christian doctrines of holiness, and all too often theology has neatly separated 

the spheres of the 'spiritual' and the 'worldly'4, with expressions of holiness strictly 

confined to the former. Yet belief in a triune Creator annihilates this division that that 

restricts the domain of holiness to the realm of 'spirituality' at the expense of the rest of 

the created order. A correct theology of Creator and creation will overcome dichotomies 

between spirit and matter,5 between faith and politics, and between personal holiness and 

political holiness. Before doing so, we will briefly highlight two theological errors that 

have lead directly to a weakened and stunted understanding of holiness. 

 

i) A one-sided doctrine of salvation 

The great discovery of the Reformation was the doctrine of justification by faith, which 

presupposes the universality of sinfulness in humanity.6 All have sinned and have fallen 

                                                                                                                                                 
3 Gutiérrez, G A Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1973) 47 
4 McAfee-Brown, R Spirituality and Liberation  (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1988) 24 
5 Johnson, E Women, Earth, and Creator Spirit (New York: Paulist Press, 1993) 60 
6 Moltmann, J The Spirit of Life (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992) 124 
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short of the glory of God,
7
 and equally God has the whole of sinful humanity targeted as 

the object of his intended salvation.
8
 This interpretation of Paul is more or less a given in 

Protestant theology,9 although Moltmann has argued that if the concept of sin and 

sinfulness in the Synoptics is more closely linked with Paul then we his forces us to 

reconsider the sense in which we are sinners, and by extension, the way in which we are 

made holy in the light of Christ. In the Gospels we find  

 

"sinners […] the outcasts, the poor and the homeless, who cannot keep God's Law and 

who are therefore outside the Law, and without any rights […] Jesus enters into situations 

of human conflict - between the healthy and the sick, the rich and the poor, men and 

women, Pharisees and tax-collectors, the good and the wicked, and the evil-doers and 

their victims. […] It is always a question of power."10 

 

So sin can be understood not simply in terms of interiority and individual transgression, 

but we also see that in its sociological dimension sinfulness manifests itself in the forms 

of power struggles and oppression that dehumanise both the perpetrators and the victims 

of sin. This doctrine of sin then has radical implications for our ideas of redemption and 

holiness, as they too will have to be expressed with a socio-political dimension, and with 

concepts of divine justice that embrace the poor. 

  

The Protestant doctrine of sin creates the ominous spectre of divine justice that provokes 

only guilt and dread in those who anticipate it, yet the divine justice that punishes sin 

                                                 
7 Rom 3:23 
8 Rom 5:18 
9 Though Pauline scholarship in the last four decades has called this view of Paul into question, and the days 

in which justification by faith was considered to be the heart of Paul's Gospel appear to be numbered. For 

recent developments see Campbell, D The Quest For Paul's Gospel (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2005) 
10 Moltmann (1992) 125 
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cannot be abstracted from the divine justice that works for the poor and creates justice.
11

 

Throughout scripture the justice of God is rejoiced in and eagerly awaited as it brings 

justice for the oppressed,12 for the widow and the Fatherless,13 and for all the nations,14 

and so we see that a belief in justification and in divine justice necessarily leads us to 

consider redemption and holiness not only in a strictly individual and even ahistorical 

sense.15 This is a doctrine of salvation that is dangerously one-sided and incapable of 

seriously contemplating the political consequences of holiness. 

 

ii) A dangerous dualism 

A second obstacle to the development of political holiness has been a certain kind of 

dualism that has been prevalent in some holiness theologies. Sobrino laments that 

"throughout the history of the church, it has been assumed that the proper environment for 

holiness is personal ascesis, contemplation, and the exercise of charity in the form of 

almsgiving,”16 this is not to say that these things are wrong, but by themselves they 

cannot comprise a complete doctrine of Christian holiness, because they do not embrace 

the entire person, or communities of persons, but rather they are primarily concerned with 

the interior life of the human being as being the primary sphere of holiness. 

 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 129 
12 Ps 103:6; Ps 146:7 
13 Deut 10:18; Ps 82:3; Isa 1:17; 11:4 
14 Isa 32:15; 42:1 
15 Campbell (2005, 46) argues persuasively that the predominant understanding of justification by faith 

leads inevitably to an atemporal, ahistorical, and individualistic understanding of salvation. 
16 Sobrino, J Spirituality of Liberation: Toward Political Holiness (Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis, 1985) 80 
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This particular form of dualism between the inner life of a human being and his or her 

outer physical, social, and political life manifests itself in Luther's famous doctrine of the 

Two Kingdoms. At the personal level, Luther's dichotomy between Law and Gospel 

compartmentalised the human being into "public" and "private" dimensions, while at the 

social and political level the dualism was expressed in the separation of the Church and 

State.17 The interiorisation and depoliticising of holiness in this system was partly 

responsible for the lackadaisical attitude of the German Church during the Nazi era, and 

the strict separation of holiness from politics serves only to establish, confirm, and 

idealise forms of political and social evil rather than limiting and restraining them.
18

  

 

We strongly object to this dualism on several grounds. Firstly, it separates secular history 

from salvation history. If, as has been argued, the goal of God's saving actions in history 

is to produce a holy people in a holy place in fellowship with a holy God,19 then the 

history of humanity cannot be separated from the history of creation and redemption. The 

goal of salvation is the dwelling of God in creation,
20

 and experience of him in the 

present in the power of the Holy Spirit and recollections of his past historical acts of 

salvation21 should not encourage us to conceive of holiness as a non-concrete and non-

historical phenomenon. One of the great strengths of Liberation theology has been to 

overcome this divide between secular and salvation history, or between nature and 

                                                 
17 Bonino, 25 
18 Barth, K A First Letter to the French Protestants ET found in Barth, K A Letter To Great Britain from 

Switzerland (London: Sheldon Press, 1941) 36 
19 Thomas, G A Holy God Among a Holy People in a Holy Place: The Enduring Eschatological Hope in 

Brower, K and Elliott, M Eschatology in Bible and Theology (Leicester: IVP, 1997) 53ff 
20 Rev 21:3 
21 Comblin, J The Holy Spirit and Liberation (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1989) 31 
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grace.
22

 This is not to say that we abandon the categories of sin and grace and replace 

them with oppression and liberation, but that oppression and liberation are sin and grace 

thought of in social and political terms.23 

 

Secondly, the incarnation of Jesus Christ - "the Holy One of God"
24

 - reinforces the idea 

that holiness is not simply concerned with the 'inner man', but with the totality of human 

existence. Chalcedon triumphed against the heretics by affirming the full divinity of 

Christ whilst at the same time affirming his full humanity and physicality. As our 

paradigm for understanding personal holiness, the incarnate Christ stands against any 

notion that does not affirm the significance of the body in our formulation of ideas about 

holiness. To maintain a doctrine of holiness that exalts the non-bodily over against the 

bodily, or which favours the 'spiritual' whilst diminishing the physical is to concede 

victory to the Gnostics and the Docetics. Recognising the significance of the body in 

Christian holiness also has implications for political holiness, but we will explore these 

presently. 

 

Thirdly, a doctrine of the Creator Spirit also forces us to think of holiness in political 

terms. The Holy Spirit is the agent of new creation and is the same Spirit in whom and 

through whom Jesus exercised his mission to "proclaim Good News to the poor, to bring 

liberty to the captives, the recovery of sight for the blind, the liberation of those who are 

                                                 
22 Kärkkäinen, V-M Pneumatology: The Holy Spirit in Ecumenical, International and Contextual 

Perspectives (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003) 154 
23 Boff, L When Theology Listens to the Poor (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984) 75 
24 Mark 1:24 
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oppressed, and to declare the year of the Lord's favour".
25

 A church that testifies to and 

exists through the power of the Holy Spirit must then consider holiness not in pietistic or 

ahistorical terms, but as having strong political overtones. 

 

We have argued that a Christian doctrine of holiness, properly understood, will concern 

itself not simply with the prosperity and development of souls,26 or focus on the 'eternal' 

at the expense of what is historical. Holiness that is grounded in Christology and 

Pneumatology shows itself to be expressed in history, in the totality of the person (not 

just the 'private') and also in politics. In the remainder of this essay we will consider how 

modern political and economic systems oppress and profane human personhood, and how 

a Christologically grounded doctrine of holiness offers a means for the recovery and 

sanctification of the person. Finally, we will examine how political structures and systems 

have damaged human community, and how a Trinitarian doctrine of God offers a way of 

rethinking social structures in a way that is conducive to holiness. We shall see, I hope, 

that doctrines of holiness derived from the triune God and his supreme self-revelation in 

Jesus Christ lead us to doctrines of holiness that embrace and transform politics rather 

than denying it altogether. 

 

2. The sanctification of the human person: political and economic perspectives 

 

Humankind finds itself called to holiness by its Holy Creator, yet everywhere we find the 

presence of sin and corruption. Much could be written about the unholy condition of 

                                                 
25 Luke 4:18-19 
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humankind, but we cannot begin a discussion of anthropological holiness by beginning 

with humanity as it is. We must first of all begin with Christ, the true and holy human 

being before we consider how he makes holiness possible for those who are dehumanised 

by political and economic processes. 

 

The Hellenistic philosophical background in which the early church formulated its 

doctrine had no conception of human beings as persons. Individuals were without rights27 

and people were neither recognised as persons or even as physical and intellectual unified 

totalities.
28

 People were simply prosopoi - role-players whose value and identity were 

bound up with the task that they carried out within society, and their worth extended only 

as far as their allocated role did. The Church's doctrine of Christ - most clearly outlined in 

the Chalcedonian Creed - broke radically with the philosophical norms of their day by 

declaring that Jesus Christ was not only a prosopon but that he was also a person. The 

doctrine of the incarnation of the Son of God is without a doubt the most radical 

expression of Christian anthropology that there is,
29

 and consequently the person of Christ 

is the ground for all understanding of Christian personalism, and therefore also of 

personal holiness. 

 

So what does this mean for our question of political holiness, specifically holiness in 

Latin America? We contend that the economic and political systems in which the people 

                                                                                                                                                 
26 Insert quote from PH lecture! 
27 Comblin, J Being Human: A Christian Anthropology (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1990) 49 
28 Ibid. 60 
29 Ibid.  
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of Latin America (and elsewhere too, of course) find themselves enmeshed serve to 

dehumanise and depersonalise the human beings whom God has called to holiness. 

 

As far as the integrity of the person is concerned, global capitalism provides a mass way 

of dehumanising and relativising the human being. Production no longer has the purpose 

of satisfying the needs of the worker. Now its purpose is simply the increase of capital, in 

order that the prevailing productive system may enjoy indefinite growth.30 Personhood is 

eradicated, and human beings become simply consumers or producers, whose labour is 

orientated solely towards the accumulation of ever increasing capital, controlled by an 

infinitesimally small percentage of the population.31 It then becomes clear that the 

poverty and dehumanisation that the capitalist system produces is a dialectical process, 

because the growth of wealth is dependent upon the growth of poverty.
32

 The capitalist 

political and economic system depersonalises those who are part of it because not only 

does it reduce people to simply being economic role-players, but it also sustains the 

process by which human beings are alienated and their communities fragmented.  

 

If Jesus Christ is our starting point for understanding Christian personhood, then our 

understanding of personhood is decidedly communal, or more specifically, it is 

Trinitarian. As the Son, Jesus is dependent on the Father for his identity, and so the 

Father is only the Father by virtue of the existence of the Son. Their relationship is bound 

together in the Holy Spirit, the Spirit that testifies to Jesus' sonship, and the Spirit by 

                                                 
30 Comblin (1987) 151 
31 Ibid. 151 
32 Pixley, J and Boff, C The Bible, The Church and The Poor  (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1989) 7 
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which both the Son and those in him cry, "Abba, Father." So if Christ is the true personal 

human being, he stands in radical opposition to concepts of personhood that create 

alienation, social fragmentation, and individualism. 

 

The individualism that was the result of Descartes' famous conception of the person as an 

autonomous moral agent blossomed during modernity and the rise of capitalism, yet if we 

confess that we believe in a triune God, then we cannot at the same time believe that an 

individual human being is in the image of God. The divine imperative to "be holy, as I am 

holy" is therefore impossible for the alienated and isolated human being, since holiness is 

to be worked out and experienced in community and in fellowship with the triune God. 

 

The profanity of the capitalist system also lies in the alienation that it produces. Workers 

in the Third World (and also in the West, to an extent) are alienated from the product they 

produce because it is immediately removed from them and confiscated for the growth of 

capital. Yet everywhere the capitalist system advertises and promotes the products that 

sustain it, although those who have produced the goods are unable to purchase them. The 

"American Dream" stretches from one horizon to the other, yet its very continuation 

requires that the vast majority are unable to realise it. The capitalist system has been 

successful in producing only an "abundance of dispossession"
33

 which ensures that both 

producer and consumer alike are alienated both from their work and from social life. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

 
33 Debord, G Society of the Spectacle (ET; D Nicholson-Smith, New York: Zone Books, 1995) 23 
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Social alienation manifests itself most strongly among the poor underclass, for the 

dialectical nature of the global economic system requires that they remain poor. In this 

setting, the person is thought of as 

 

“the ostracized, exiled human being, expelled in every sense of the word, expelled from 

everything, the leftover person, the one never mentioned lest the nightmare be recalled, 

the leper of modern times, forbidden to appear in the public square, persecuted by legal 

and illegal police forces alike.”34 

 

The flawed concepts of holiness we outlined in the first part of this essay are of no 

relevance in this situation. A dualistic scheme of salvation does not recognise or allow for 

holiness in the political and economic aspects of human life, yet because the human 

capacity for personhood and holiness is so profoundly affected by their political and 

economic setting, personal holiness must also necessarily be political. The sanctification 

of persons is a process that is in direct opposition to political and economic systems and 

forces that dehumanise and alienate human beings. Humanity cannot be imago Dei as 

long as it is turned against itself and its relationships are fragmented, and wherever 

rampant individualism flourishes, holiness is diminished. A political holiness, grounded 

in the person of Jesus Christ and in the triune God, offers the possibility for the 

establishment of genuinely personal human community: 

“Human beings become real human beings, become persons, when they are converted 

from their subjective assertion and their will to power, to accept the interpellation of the 

other and look at the face of the other: the victim, the poor, the widow, the orphan. The 

poor reveal the reality of life and of the human being, and thereby transform all attitudes 

[…] A human being must be born as a person; and this birth is accomplished only in 

communication among persons – in the reciprocity between person and person.”
35

 

 

                                                 
34 Comblin (1987) 55 
35 Comblin (1987) 51-52 
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When we understand that it is the poor and the oppressed who are most dehumanised and 

profaned by a system that requires their continued subjugation, then holiness that redeems 

and sanctifies them will clearly be political. Holiness ends the dialectic that drives apart 

the rich and the poor and the powerful and the weak, and it redeems that which is dark 

and alienated. Not for nothing does Comblin refer to the "miracle of community" that is 

the work of the Holy Spirit in Latin America, which brings an end to the alienation that 

the people experience in their social and economic life. 

 

3. God and the sanctification of political and economic systems 

 

Thus far we have seen how doctrines of holiness that are grounded in Christ and in the 

Trinity offer a way forward for the redemption and restoration of oppressed human beings 

who find themselves trapped in the machinations of impersonal and brutal political and 

economic regimes, but what of these systems themselves? The theological task of 

attempting to relate politics together with Christian faith is highly controversial, both 

inside and outside of the church (and evermore shall be), and theologians have not run 

short of proposals on how to relate the two spheres to one another.  

The history of creation and the history of redemption belong inseparably together, and 

there are not two histories, one sacred and one profane. Rather there is one human 

destiny, irreversibly assumed by Jesus Christ, the Lord of human history.36 Thus we are 

compelled to ask what holiness means not only for human beings but also for the social 

and political environments that are a part of the history of creation. Once again we shall 
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proceed towards an answer by beginning with our doctrine of God. Every institution is 

created by God, and has the capacity to respond to him either positively or negatively,
37

 

and consequently it is essential to include political and economic systems within the 

scope of redemption history.
38

 

 

History is littered with governments and rulers who have sought divine legitimacy for 

their political and commercial enterprises, and so it remains today. Theologians on the 

political right have argued for a strong and authoritarian Christian government on the 

grounds that "Christians are called by God to exercise dominion",
39

 and the same idea of 

the powerful and mighty central leader fashioned in the image of God has manifested 

itself a thousand times in history, in the form of an Absolute Monarch, a Führer, or a 

Tsar, and in both Christian and secular settings.  

 

Yet such ideas of God as a single, omnipotent, and autocratic figure are decidedly 

unchristian, since they do not reflect the Trinitarian nature of the Christian God. 

Monolithic doctrines of God like these create a stringent subject-object relationship 

between the ruler and the ruled, and the people find themselves to be only objects of help, 

incapable of participation in society or of autonomous action.
40

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
36 Gutierrez, G Essential Writings Ed. J B Nickoloff (London: Orbis, 1996) 79 
37 Wink, W The Powers That Be: Theology For A New Millennium (New York & London: Doubleday, 

1998) 14 
38 Ibid. 31 
39 North, G Theology of Christian Resistance (Tyler, Texas: Geneva Divinity School Press, 1983), 60 
40 Boff, L Trinity and Society (Sao Paulo: CESEP, 1986) 13 
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So too in the sphere of economics a disintegrated doctrine of the triune God can 

legitimate and perpetuate systems of domination and subjugation, since monolithic 

political systems rely on economic inequality for their survival.41 A holy society is not a 

theocratic dictatorship, a truly holy community will reflect the nature of the triune God, 

and in it there will be both communion and participation. The worship and pursuit of 

Mammon by a society corrupts and makes profane that society, and with it comes the 

diminishing of personhood and communion among its people. The Gospel of Jesus 

Christ, and the truth of the Holy Trinity expressed in social terms lead us to conclude that 

"the Trinity is our true social programme".
42

  

 

4. Conclusion  

Although this essay has, we hope, offered some useful stimulus for thinking about 

holiness politically, we recognise that it stops far short of giving a thorough treatment of 

the subject. The practical and missional implications of political holiness have not been 

elaborated on, and we have avoided doing so for fear of simply becoming too 

prescriptive. Similarly, although much of the theology outlined originates form Latin 

American liberation theology we have tried to avoid too much contextual discussion so as 

not to narrow the implications and possibilities for political holiness in other settings. 

 

Christian holiness consists of nothing less than having our total personhood renewed, 

transformed, and united with the Triune God himself. Political holiness recognises that 

this holiness is not intended for the realm of private piety, and that his justice is not 

                                                 
41 Wink, W When The Powers Fall (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998) 8 
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simply a forensic implication in soteriology, but that on the contrary God's redemptive 

scheme is committed to the sanctification not merely of human souls, but of the entire 

human person, the political and economic powers that oppress them, and of the entire 

creation itself. 
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42 Boff, L (1986) 16 


