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Abstract 

This paper undertakes a comprehensive exploration of two seminal theological movements that 
emerged from Latin America in the twentieth century: Liberation Theology and Integral Mission. 
It delineates their distinct historical origins, core theological tenets, and methodological 
approaches to social transformation. The analysis proceeds to a comparative investigation, by 
charting the significant points of convergence and divergence between Liberation Theology’s 
emphasis on structural critique and systemic change, and Integral Mission’s holistic paradigm 
integrating evangelism with social responsibility. The central argument of this work posits that 
while these movements possess unique theological similarities, their profound influence on South 
African theological discourse and social activism reveals a shared capacity for contextual 
adaptation and a common commitment to human dignity and justice. The paper examines how 
these Latin American frameworks were received, reinterpreted, and contextualized within 
apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa, giving rise to potent local expressions such as Black 
Theology of Liberation. By assessing their combined impact and ongoing relevance, this article 
illuminates the nuanced ways in which these theological paradigms have challenged 
ecclesiastical norms, fostered advocacy for the marginalised, and continue to inform the quest for 
social justice in contexts marked by profound historical and contemporary inequality. The paper 
concludes by considering the future trajectory for a contextualised public theology in South Africa, 
one that synthesises the strengths of both traditions to address the persistent challenges of the 
post-apartheid era. 

Keywords: Liberation Theology, Integral Mission, Social Justice, Contextual Adaptation, Public 
Theology, South Africa 

Introduction 

The theological landscape of the twentieth century and more specifically in South Africa was 
profoundly reshaped by movements that sought to ground Christian faith in the lived realities of 

 
1 This paper was presented at the Global Diaspora Conference, Lausanne Network in Sao Paulo, Brazil, October 
2025. 
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the oppressed. Originating in the socio-political context of Latin America, Liberation Theology and 
Integral Mission represent two of the most influential theologies to have emerged from this period. 
This paper aims to conduct an intricate exploration of the relationship between these two 
movements and to trace their subsequent, and significant, influence on theological discourse and 
social activism in South Africa. The analysis begins by delineating the historical emergence and 
core tenets of both theological frameworks, tracing their development within the specific socio-
political contexts of Latin America. This foundational work sets the stage for the paper’s central 
analytical pivot: an examination of how these theological frameworks were not merely 
transplanted but were dynamically adapted and adopted within the unique context of apartheid 
and post-apartheid South Africa. 

A primary objective of the article is to investigate the points of intersections and differences 
between Liberation Theology, with its characteristic emphasis on structural analysis and systemic 
change, and Integral Mission, with its holistic/intergral approach to evangelism and social 
responsibility. This comparative investigation seeks to illuminate the ways in which these distinct, 
yet often overlapping, theological paradigms have shaped advocacy for the marginalised and 
challenged conventional ecclesiastical practices. In this paper, Systematic literature reviews 
(SRs) will be appropriated as a method to analyse the theological differences, and differences 
and their profound influence on South African theological discourse and social activism through 
contextual adaptation and a common commitment to human dignity and justice through the 
analysis of publishable works (Lame, 2019). Thus, assessing their combined impact on fostering 
social justice and human dignity in contexts marked by profound oppression and inequality, 
highlighting how Latin American theological perspectives informed and catalysed South African 
contextual responses to these challenges. 

Particular attention will be given to the South African contextualization of these ideas, most 
notably through the development of the Black Theology of Liberation. The paper will also consider 
the ongoing relevance of these frameworks in addressing contemporary socio-economic 
disparities and the persistent calls for prophetic voices within South African faith communities. 
Furthermore, the analysis will engage with how the dialectic between liberation and dependency, 
a conceptual cornerstone of Latin American theological thought, informed the South African 
understanding of systemic injustice and the moral imperative for liberation. 

The Emergence of Contextual Theologies in Latin America 

The latter half of the twentieth century witnessed a seismic shift in theological discourse, 
characterised by a move towards the contextualisation of biblical revelation. This impulse gave 
rise to a plurality of liberation theologies, among which the Latin American variants stand as 
particularly formative, offering significant insights for contemporary integral development across 
the Global South, including Africa (Okanlawon, 2021). These theological movements did not 
emerge in an academic vacuum; they were born from a profound and painful reinterpretation of 
Christian doctrines from the perspective of the poor and the marginalised. This hermeneutical 
shift prioritized orthopraxy (right action) over a purely doctrinal orthodoxy (right belief), 
emphasising the active agency of the oppressed in their own liberation and rejecting forms of 
religiosity that promoted an excessive other worldliness at the expense of earthly justice (Harold, 
2022a). 

This paradigm shift catalysed a critical examination of societal structures, fostering a deep-seated 
commitment to the transformation of oppressive systems. Theology was thus reoriented, moving 
beyond purely spiritual or soteriological concerns to encompass the urgent realities of socio-
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economic and political liberation (Harold, 2022b). This re-orientation was not without its 
consequences, particularly as it found fertile ground in other contexts of struggle. In South Africa, 
it contributed to the development of a potent prophetic theology that critically engaged with the 
inherent unrighteousness of the apartheid state. This theology positioned God as being in 
solidarity with the victims of injustice, asserting a divine mandate for liberation from oppressive 
human and systemic powers (Fortein, 2019). This prophetic tradition, deeply interwoven with the 
fabric of Black Liberation Theology, proved to be a crucial ideological and spiritual resource in the 
challenge against the apartheid regime and it also continues to fuel advocacy for social justice in 
the complexities of the post-apartheid era. This involvement extends beyond mere advocacy to 
include practical initiatives aimed at rectifying historical dispossessions, grounded in a 
commitment to justice that restores dignity and enables equitable participation in the life of the 
nation (Lephoto, 2020). 

Defining the Movements: Liberation Theology and Integral Mission 

Liberation Theology: Origins and Core Tenets2 

Liberation Theology, born amidst the profound socio-economic and political turmoil that gripped 
Latin America in the mid-20th century, represents a fundamental reinterpretation of Christian faith 
through the experiential lens of the impoverished and marginalised. Its foundational text, Gustavo 
Gutiérrez’s A Theology of Liberation (1973:69), defined theology as "critical reflection on historical 
praxis." This movement mounted a profound challenge to traditional, often Eurocentric, 
ecclesiastical interpretations by positing a "preferential option for the poor." This was not a mere 
charitable impulse but a radical theological imperative, asserting that God is revealed in the 
history of the oppressed (Gutiérrez, 1973: 108-109). It mandated the active participation of the 
Church in the struggle for social justice and comprehensive human liberation, which Gutiérrez 
articulated on three interconnected levels: This was not a mere charitable impulse but a radical 
theological imperative, asserting that God is revealed in the history of the oppressed (Gutiérrez, 
1973:92-93). The core assertion is that God's salvific work is inextricably linked with the concrete, 
historical liberation of the oppressed from all forms of systemic injustice (Gutiérrez, 1973:139). 

This commitment to liberation extended to a critique of theological frameworks used to sustain 
oppressive systems, a critique particularly resonant in South Africa where certain interpretations 
of Reformed tradition were co-opted to provide a theological rationale for apartheid (Pillay, 2022). 
However, Reformed theology in South Africa also proved to be a source of robust opposition to 
apartheid, with many drawing on its core tenets to articulate a powerful framework for the anti-
apartheid movement, emphasising God's identification with the poor and vulnerable (Koopman, 
2007b). This theological stance, echoing the ecclesiology of Latin American base communities, 
was instrumental in shaping the prophetic character of the anti-apartheid church, transforming it 

 
2 The close association with Marxism led to criticism from within the Catholic Church and beyond, with 

concerns about political radicalism, theological deviation, and the potential for violence. However, many 
liberation theologians were able to respond to these criticisms by emphasizing that their goal was not to 
replace Christianity with Marxism, but to use Marxist tools to fulfill the Christian mandate to serve the poor 
and to bring about liberation. Over time, the dialogue between liberation theology and the Church has 
evolved, with the Vatican eventually acknowledging the legitimacy of the preferential option for the poor and 
other core themes of liberation theology See Liberation Theology and Praxis in Contemporary Latin 
America. As it Was in the Beginning? edited by Pablo Bradbury and Niall H.D. Geraghty (University of 
London Press, 2025, 230 pp.) 
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from a sanctuary of private piety into a "church of the streets" that actively championed the cause 
of the oppressed (Fortein, 2019). 

Integral Mission: Historical Development and Defining Characteristics 

Evolving from the global evangelical tradition, particularly through the dialogues of the Latin 
American Theological Fraternity- Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamerica (FTL) and the Lausanne 
Movement, Integral Mission (misión integral) articulates a similarly holistic vision for Christian 
witness. It seeks to overcome the historical dichotomy between evangelism and social action, a 
separation critiqued by theologians like C. René Padilla as a betrayal of the full gospel (Padilla, 
2010, 2016). Integral Mission advocates for an integrated approach where evangelism and social 
responsibility are seen as inseparable sides of the same coin (Escobar, 2003). This paradigm 
asserts that the Christian mission must encompass both the proclamation of the Gospel (the 
vertical dimension) and tangible, compassionate engagement with poverty, injustice, and 
environmental degradation (the horizontal dimension).  

The aim is the restoration and reconciliation of all creation under the Lordship of Christ, reflecting 
the comprehensive scope of the Kingdom of God. This holistic understanding recognises the 
profound interconnectedness of spiritual and material well-being, promoting a vision of human 
flourishing that cannot be compartmentalised.  

Despite their distinct theological origins, both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission converge 
on the conviction that authentic faith necessitates active, transformative engagement with the 
world's suffering. This shared perspective found powerful expression in movements within South 
Africa that challenged the injustices of apartheid and continue to advocate for a more just and 
equitable society (Harold, 2022a). This commitment to social justice is not confined to theological 
discourse; it manifests in practical initiatives aimed at addressing systemic inequalities, such as 
poverty. 

A Comparative Analysis of Liberation Theology and Integral Mission 

While both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission share a foundational commitment to social 
justice, they diverge significantly in their methodological approaches and theological 
underpinnings. A comparison reveals two movements in a critical and sometimes tense dialogue, 
each offering a distinct vision for the church's role in the world. 

Areas of Intersection and Shared Principles 

Despite their starting points, both frameworks converge on the principle that Christian faith 
demands active, public, and transformative engagement with the world, particularly in addressing 
poverty and injustice. Both are united by a commitment to the holistic well-being of individuals 
and communities, perceiving spiritual redemption and social liberation as inextricably linked 
aspects of the missio Dei (Gutiérrez, 1973; Padilla, 2010, Harold, 2022).  They concur that the 
Gospel's message encompasses not only individual salvation but also the imperative to work 
towards the establishment of God's justice on Earth, leading to tangible improvements in the living 
conditions and the restoration of human dignity for those on the margins (Pillay, 2022). 

Furthermore, both perspectives reject a dualistic separation of the sacred and the secular, viewing 
God's salvific actions as unfolding within the fabric of human history (Stålsett, 2023). A crucial 
unifying concept is the emphasis on praxis—the cyclical process of action, reflection, and 
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renewed action. For both traditions, theological understanding emerges from and must be tested 
through the concrete efforts to transform an unjust society (Gutiérrez, 1973; Padilla 2010). This 
commitment logically extends to a shared emphasis on the prophetic role of the Church. Both 
traditions call upon the faith community to move beyond mere charity, and to courageously 
challenge the oppressive structures that perpetuate injustice.  

At the heart of this prophetic call is a profound belief in the inherent dignity of all people (imago 
Dei), which serves as the theological foundation for advocating for human rights and social equity. 
This shared vision of a future shaped by human action in alignment with divine purposes is central 
to their respective eschatological frameworks, where the Kingdom of God is not solely a future 
promise but a present reality to be actively constructed through justice-oriented praxis (Pillay, 
2023). 

Key Divergences and Theological Distinctions 

The most pronounced divergence lies in their primary analytical tools. Liberation Theology 
characteristically employs a critical analysis of socioeconomic structures, famously utilising the 
"hermeneutic circle" which begins with a commitment to the oppressed and incorporates socio-
analytical tools, often from Marxist thought, to unmask the mechanisms of systemic injustice 
(Segundo, 1976). Its focus is on macro-level transformation, advocating for direct political action 
to achieve radical systemic change (Sung, 2023). Conversely, Integral Mission, while not ignoring 
systemic issues, typically prioritises holistic community development and evangelism as the 
primary catalysts for social change. Its underlying belief is that societal transformation is the fruit 
of individual transformation; changed hearts, renewed by the Gospel of the Kingdom, will naturally 
lead to a more just and compassionate society (Padilla, 2010). 

This methodological difference is mirrored in their hermeneutical approaches. Liberation 
Theology interprets biblical narratives through the explicit lens of the oppressed, emphasising 
themes of exodus, liberation from bondage, and God's judgment on the powerful (Gutiérrez, 
1973). Integral Mission, while also concerned with justice, often adopts a broader hermeneutic 
that seeks to maintain a balance between evangelism and social responsibility, wary of allowing 
political ideology to overshadow the proclamation of the Gospel (Padilla cited in Smith 1983:117). 
These distinct frameworks also influence their understanding of "the people." For Liberation 
Theology, "the people" are specifically "the poor," who are not merely the objects of mission but 
the privileged subjects and protagonists of their own liberation and history (Gutiérrez, 1973). 
Integral Mission’s conception of "the people" is typically more expansive, encompassing all 
individuals as potential recipients of God's redemptive plan, while still maintaining a clear priority 
for those marginalised by socio-economic factors (Escobar, 2003). Finally, their perspectives on 
salvation reveal a nuanced distinction. Liberation Theology often views salvation as intrinsically 
and historically linked to socio-political liberation, whereas Integral Mission tends to frame 
salvation as a more comprehensive spiritual and material transformation, an integral human 
development that recognises the inherent dignity of every person. 

The Impact and Adaptation of Latin American Theologies in South Africa 

The theological currents flowing from Latin America resonated deeply with the local struggle 
against racial oppression in South Africa. The insights from both Liberation Theology and Integral 
Mission significantly influenced South African theological discourse, providing new language and 
frameworks for addressing endemic issues of poverty, injustice, and the struggle for authentic 
liberation (Pillay, 2022). 
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Specifically, the "preferential option for the poor," so powerfully articulated in Latin American 
liberation theology, found an immediate and profound resonance within South Africa, offering a 
theological lens to interpret and respond to the pervasive poverty and dehumanising racial 
oppression (Schnoor, 2021). This framework provided a powerful moral and spiritual critique of 
the apartheid system, inspiring Christian communities to move beyond quietism and to actively 
participate in the struggle for justice (Ramirez & Beer, 2020).  

Moreover, the emphasis on contextual theology—the principle that theological reflection must 
arise from the concrete, lived experiences of the oppressed—empowered South African 
theologians to develop a contextual theological response rooted in their own struggles (Harold, 
2022a). This led to uniquely South African liberation theologies, such as Black Theology and the 
Kairos Document, which frontally challenged the complicity of some Christian denominations in 
upholding apartheid and issued a clarion call for prophetic action (Engelbrecht, 1991). In a striking 
parallel, these theological developments mirrored Latin American liberation theology's emphasis 
on a salvific role for the oppressed, framing the "crucified people" of South Africa as agents of 
redemption within their own historical context (Stålsett, 2023). 

The Reception and Contextualisation of Liberation Theology in South Africa 

The enduring legacy of colonialism, apartheid, and ongoing structural violence in Southern Africa 
provided exceptionally fertile ground for the reception and adaptation of liberation theology 
(Kasera, 2023). This theological transfer was not a simple imitation but a critical process of 
contextualisation, as South African theologians reconciled the Latin American emphasis on class 
struggle with their own primary experience of racial oppression (Fortein, 2018). This adaptation 
led to the emergence of Black Theology as a distinct and powerful form of liberation theology, one 
that centred the lived experiences and cultural identity of Black people in South Africa (Maluleke, 
2020; Boesak, 2020). 

The Kairos Document (1985) exemplifies this process. It developed new theological categories to 
analyse the socio-political moment, distinguishing between a heretical "State Theology," a 
passive "Church Theology," and a true "Prophetic Theology" aligned with God's liberating work 
among the oppressed (West, 2014). The document became a pivotal theological declaration, 
asserting that authentic reconciliation could only materialise following the complete dismantling 
of systemic injustices (Gruchy, 2016; Solomons, 2020).  

Similarly, the Belhar Confession, born from the anti-apartheid struggle within the Reformed 
tradition, challenged racist ideologies and advocated for a unified church engaged in prophetic 
witness (Fortein, 2019). The Confession explicitly articulates God's preferential option for the 
poor, the destitute, and the wronged, compelling the church to align itself with this divine stance 
(Pillay, 2022). These theological developments collectively demonstrate how South African 
theologians profoundly adapted and localised Latin American theological concepts to directly 
confront and dismantle the apartheid regime (Solomons, 2021). 

The Influence of Integral Mission in South Africa 

Integral Mission, with its holistic understanding of Christian responsibility, also profoundly 
influenced various religious and social movements in South Africa. Its comprehensive approach 
to addressing poverty, inequality, and injustice resonated deeply in a context where colonial and 
apartheid rule had created profound societal fractures (Harold, 2022a). Consequently, Integral 
Mission provided a robust theological framework for churches and faith-based organisations that 
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are evangelical to address the multifaceted challenges faced by marginalised communities, 
advocating for a dual commitment to spiritual transformation and socio-economic development.  

This framework’s emphasis on the interconnectedness of these two dimensions spurred the 
development of a wide range of initiatives aimed at community empowerment, advocacy for 
human rights, and social programs designed to uplift the disadvantaged. While perhaps less 
overtly political than Liberation Theology, the paradigm of Integral Mission fostered a grassroots 
movement of practical compassion and development, equipping the church to be an agent of 
healing and reconstruction at the community level (Bentley, 2013). It provided a theological 
language for evangelicals to engage in social action, bridging a historical divide and enabling a 
more comprehensive Christian response to the nation's deep-seated problems. 

Critical Assessment and Future Directions 

In the post-apartheid era, both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission face new questions 
regarding their ongoing relevance in a changed, yet still deeply unequal, socio-political landscape. 
The theological landscape in South Africa continues to grapple with the ‘triple challenge’ of 
endemic poverty, inequality, and unemployment, alongside public health crises and systemic 
corruption, which necessitate a renewed and vigorous engagement with these theological 
paradigms (Duncan, 2020). 

The current socio-political climate, characterised by rampant crime and failing service delivery, 
highlights the urgent imperative for theological responses that are both prophetically critical and 
practically engaged. These ongoing challenges underscore the enduring relevance of a robust 
public theology in South Africa, one that endeavours to apply Christian teachings to social, 
political, and economic issues in the service of justice and the liberation of all oppressed people 

Strengths and Limitations in the South African Context 

Both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission have profoundly contributed to the theological 
landscape and social justice discourse in South Africa. Liberation Theology provided an 
indispensable ideological weapon against the heresy of apartheid. However, in the post-apartheid 
era, its strong focus on structural oppression has, at times, been criticised for overshadowing the 
complexities of individual agency, personal responsibility, and the difficult work of interpersonal 
reconciliation (Zwane, 2020). Conversely, Integral Mission, while laudably promoting holistic 
engagement, can occasionally risk depoliticising systemic injustices. By placing a heavy 
emphasis on individual transformation and community-based projects, it can sometimes fail to 
sufficiently challenge the entrenched power structures that perpetuate inequality on a national 
and global scale. Therefore, a nuanced examination of their application is necessary to 
understand how each approach has both facilitated social transformation. 

Towards a Synthesised and Contextualised Theology for Social Justice 

The path forward for a vibrant theology of social justice in South Africa appears to lie in a creative 
synthesis of the strengths of both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission. Such a synthesis 
would focus on their synergistic application to contemporary challenges, from chronic economic 
inequality to political corruption (Resane, 2022a). This requires a critical engagement with 
historical injustices while moving beyond purely reactive responses to formulate proactive 
strategies for societal transformation, incorporating new processes of conscientization that foster 
a collective social vision for the common good (Kasera, 2023). This necessitates a church that 
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actively engages with political actors and societal challenges, fostering dialogue and collaboration 
towards justice formation (Resane, 2022b). It must critically assess the role of religion in the public 
square, advocating for social justice through its engagement with the academy, civil society, and 
the church (Koopman, 2007a).  

To support this, theological education in Africa must evolve beyond inherited confessional 
frameworks, embracing interdisciplinary approaches that foster critical thinking, decolonise 
curricula, and prioritise contextual engagement to prepare future religious leaders for the unique 
challenges of the continent (Msabah, 2024). The role of the church in the public square is 
paramount: to act as a prophetic voice that not only critiques injustice but also contributes 
constructively to policy and public opinion on matters of social equity and human rights.  

Conclusion 

The trajectories of Liberation Theology and Integral Mission, from their origins in Latin America to 
their adaptation in South Africa, offer a compelling narrative of theology forged in the crucible of 
struggle. This paper has argued that while these two movements possess distinct methodologies, 
they share a core commitment to a faith that is socially engaged, prophetically courageous, and 
holistically concerned with human flourishing. Their impact on South Africa was not as imported 
ideologies, but as catalysts that empowered local theologians to articulate their own powerful 
responses to the sin of apartheid, most notably in the form of Black Theology, the Kairos 
Document, and the Belhar Confession. 

In the contemporary South African context, the challenges of crime, poverty, unemployment, and 
corruption remain formidable, often met with a "deafening silence" from theological perspectives 
in the public sphere. The legacy of both Liberation Theology and Integral Mission issues a potent 
challenge to this silence. It calls for a robust public practical theology that shifts the church’s focus 
from purely inward-looking ecclesiastical concerns to a broader, more courageous societal 
engagement. Such a theology, rooted in biblical teachings is essential for promoting communal 
interconnectedness and addressing socio-political crises  It must be a theology that advocates for 
public policy responses to communal challenges, engages in sustained dialogue ultimately 
positioning the church not merely as a commentator on societal ills, but as a proactive, humble, 
and persistent agent for restorative justice, social cohesion, and the realisation of a truly liberated 
and reconciled society. 
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