NORTH AMERICAN THEOLOGICAL CONFERENCE CONCLUDES IN MEXICO CITY
Three hundred and nineteen participants concluded a four day theological conference in Mexico City on October 8.  This was the third of four regional conferences planed as preparation for the main continental encounter to be held in Brazil next Oct. 7-11, 2012.  This is in celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Second Vatican Council and the 40th anniversary of Gustavo Gutierrez’s book Liberation Theology.  Both unleashed in Latin America a liberating process on the part of many Catholics in the grass roots as well as theologians who reaffirmed a Latin American theology based on their own struggling people’s problems which became known as liberation theology.
The first regional conference (Central America and the Caribbean) was held in Guatemala in April.  The second (Southern Cone and Brazil) was held in Chile in July while the fourth will be held later this month in Colombia for the Andean region.  Two other unscheduled conferences will be added for the Caribbean and Bolivia. 

This overall effort is being promoted by Amerindia which today has chapters in most Latin American countries.  It emerged as a network of progressive theologians who, not having been invited to participate officially in the Latin American Bishops’ Conference in 1979 in Puebla, still made their positions known by meeting in a nearby house and advising some of the progressive bishops.  They later accompanied some bishops in the Latin American Synod in Rome in 1997 where the name, Amerindia, first surfaced and then accompanied the bishops in the later conferences of Santo Domingo (1992) and Aparecida, Brazil in 2007.  It has expanded to include many other pastoral agents working in the grassroots besides professional theologians.  Amerindia has coordinated with other regional church-related organizations to sponsor these regional conferences.  This Northern Region Conference was co-sponsored by the Mexican Ecumenical Theological Association, Center of Ecumenical Studies, Commission for the Study of the History of the Churches in Latin America, the Base Ecclesial Communities in Mexico (BEC´s), Theological Community of Mexico, International Association of Medical-Psychological and Religious Studies, Ecclesial Observatory and the Latin American Council of Churches.
The North American Region had two important differences compared with the other regions.  First, it was envisioned as ecumenical and indeed was held at the Mexican Theological Community in the southern part of Mexico City.  This Community is a 60 year effort of Baptist, Methodist, Lutheran and Anglican Seminaries to band together in a collaborative ecumenical effort.  It also included the United States and Canada in this region although their realities are quite distinct from the common reality of Latin America and the Caribbean.  
The organizers were very content with this new ecumenical phase and hope to make Amerindia-Mexico ecumenical in the future.  However, the reality is that few Protestants actually participated in the conference and the great majority was Catholics from different parts of Mexico with significant contingents from Morelos, the State of Mexico, Chiapas, and Mexico City.  Cherie White, Dean of the Methodist Seminary, and her husband Jose Luis Velasco, a Presbyterian Pastor looked around and commented, “We don’t see many protestant faces”.  One reason might have been that another ecclesial conference on Protestantism, Its History and Identity was scheduled for those same days!
Participation from the United States and Canada was extremely deficient.  Truthfully, Amerindia has very few contacts in the U.S. but has the hope of developing a network there or relating better with already existing groupings which might be in a similar perspective.  Those classified within the U.S. contingent included two Americans who came from the States for the event, a few American missionaries working in Mexico and some Mexicans or Latin Americans working in the U.S.  Each spoke briefly as to why they had come in the last plenary session.  There was no Canadian presence.
If the theological encounter really had been of the three countries, each delegation would have analyzed the situations within their own national realities.  However, the Americans integrated with all the other participants to reflect on the Mexican reality.
Before arrival, each participant was asked to enroll within one of six discussion groups to allow for maximum participation by all and generate the conclusions from the bottom up which is clearly the vision and dynamic of this effort within Latin America.  The themes of each group were:  Ecclesial Practice, Economy, Ecology, Citizen Participation, Migration and Human Rights.  A permeating theme throughout all the groups was the present situation of violence in Mexico and the struggle to regain the peace.  
The process or methodology used was observe, judge, act.  This is the dynamic used in the Base Ecclesial Communities and was even used by the Latin American Bishops in Aparecida and previous conferences.  Indeed, this is the original small group dynamic created in Belgium by Cannon Cardign in 1912 with the founding of the Young Christian Worker movement.

Each morning began with an ecumenical religious service and later followed with a main speaker placed between the smaller group discussions dynamic.    
The morning of the first day was dedicated to situating the purpose of the Conference (anniversaries of Vatican II and emergence of liberation theology) by the General Coordinator Father Jose Sanchez, Sister Socorro Martinez (Latin American Coordinator of the BEC’s and President of Amerindia) and Brazilian Fr. Jose Marins, author and long time supporter of the BEC’s throughout Latin America.  The afternoon saw the first phase (observe) within each discussion group followed by the first main speaker Enrique Dussel, an Argentine Catholic layman in exile and now nationalized in Mexico.  A noted author and lecturer, Dussel is a professor at two Mexican universities and heads the History of the Churches in Latin America project.  He shared with the plenary session his own trajectory as a personal testimony of the growth within the Church of a liberating and empowering force for change, especially among the laity.
The second day began processing the results of the observe phase as perceiving the “signs of the times” and challenges.  Then Dr. Doris Mayol, a Baptist theologian, introduced the next phase, judge, with her magisterial presentation “New Paradigms of Biblical/Theological Interpretation from a Liberation Theology Perspective”.  After lunch, the discussion groups reflected on the themes from their faith perspectives to develop new biblical interpretations more in line with present social demands.
The day concluded with a round table discussion on “Peace and Human Rights” open to the public at the Human Rights Commission of Mexico City.  Panelists included Emilio Alvarez Icaza, Oscar Enriquez, Fr. Alejandro Solalinde, Fr. Pedro Pantoja, Pilar Aquino, Doris Mayol and Victor Quintana.  Both Fathers Solalinde and Pantoja operate shelters for Central American migrants attempting to pass through Mexico and spoke of the horrors they must suffer at the hands of Mexican corrupt officials and organized crime, especially the Zetas who kidnap and extort.  Dominican Sister Kathleen Long, one of the American participants is Director of CCIDD, a unique ecumenical retreat center in Cuernavaca that helps North Americans understand the liberating struggles of Latin American Christians.  She participated in the Migratory Discussion Group and affirmed, “As Christians we are called once again to see the pain and struggle of those who migrate throughout Mexico in face to face encounters as Jesus did, listening to their pain and working energetically for change across borders. The church of the people of God will be with the people as is Fr. Alejandro Solelinde in Oaxaca. 

The third day saw the continuation of group discussion followed by a magisterial conference by Maria Pilar Aquino, the first Mexican woman to receive a doctorate in theology and now a professor at the University of San Diego.  The theme was “The Construction of Peace: Religious Initiatives for Transforming Violent Conflict”.  She emphasized that much has already been done to this end and we must not always be “reinventing the wheel” but study and be aware of previous experiences.  She made special reference to Mennonite efforts.   The afternoon ended with the discussion groups focusing on actions to be realized and, of course, was followed by a Mexican fiesta.  The importance of promoting friendship was a constant theme during the conference.
The last day attempted to finalize the work of each commission and discover the deep fundamental link among them.  It was clear that the concerns of each group could not be really resolved without a deep shift of mindset within our churches and societies.  The present neoliberal capitalist mindset of a consumer society which is not sustainable in the future must change to one of a theology of sufficiency which is sustainable.  Fulfillment comes from being more, not having more things.  The old adage: “some must live more simply so that others can simply live” may still ring true but, as the ecological commission concluded:  “the survival of all of us may depend upon this paradigm mind shift in order to build a new society with values of solidarity and sustainability.  Can our Churches play an important role in this urgent task?”
The Final Message ended with these words:  “As members of different churches sharing a common faith in Jesus Christ, Lord of History, we affirm and celebrate that liberation theology continues be to alive with a prophetic mission and voice strengthen by God who is Life”.  

Fr. Angel Sanchez of Cuernavaca, who was one of the organizers and penned the final message, had an additional one for the National Catholic Reporter.  He shared with this reporter that he has been reading NCR for many years  and is very appreciative that NCR saw fit to cover journalistically this conference and share its efforts with many progressive Catholics and Christians in the United States.  He indicated that we have had too little contact and collaboration in the past and hopes that this process which culminates in Brazil next year may help to strengthen what should be a common effort.
