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     The present century has witnessed such remarkable human developments as racial 
liberation, colonial liberation, democratic liberation, women’s liberation and liberation 
theology. The current human liberation movement sweeping Eastern Europe in itself 
represents one of the most astonishing advances of all history. Because of these 
developments ordinary men and women in our democratic societies increasingly enjoy 
rights and opportunities not available to most people in past ages. These increased 
freedoms of self-expression, self-development and self-determination represent 
essential and indispensable factors in being truly human. 

In past ages women, in particular, were seldom accorded these freedoms. They did 
not have the same privileges and opportunities as men. Hence, they were denied the 
status of being fully human. This subordination of females should be seen as part of 
the wider problem of human domination and suppression which runs throughout 
history. Racial relationships have long been characterized by white supremacy and 
black slavery. Stronger nations have long dominated weaker nations. Those with 
superior military power, greater economic strength and educational and technological 
advantages have ruled those with lesser advantages. In civilized, cultured and even 
religious societies, education, money, prestige and position have long been used to 
further the struggle for power, status and privilege. 

 
   These tendencies to domination and subjection are arguably part of the biological 
evolutionary process. They represent the evolutionary principle of the survival of the 
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fittest. All animals characteristically relate vertically, with the stronger dominating the 
weaker. Every herd of cows has a “stamping” order, every stable of horses a “kicking” 
order, every flock of chickens a “pecking” order from the most dominant to the most 
submissive member of the group. There is a similar gradation in the food chain, with 
the stronger species eating the weaker down to the most defenseless forms of life. 
 

Since Homo sapiens is an animal, it is natural for vertical relationships to develop 
among humans. These vertical, animal relationships form a pyramid, a chain of 
command, a hierarchy of superiors and inferiors. In this vertical, animal order, status 
and prestige depend on prowess in climbing the social ladder. In the business world 
success and recognition largely depend on competitive skills in climbing the “greasy 
pole.” To be seen or not be seen with the right people is extremely important. Each 
person is expected to pay his or her dues and to play the game. The situation in 
religious institutions is no different. The Roman Catholic Church openly flaunts a rigid 
hierarchy with the pope at the top and women at the bottom. Religious ceremony, 
tradition and fanfare are all calculated to reinforce the hierarchical order. While other 
churches may be more subtle, they likewise have their vertical, hierarchical orders with 
chains of superiors and inferiors. 

 
Not surprisingly, therefore, in the male-female relationship the female has 

traditionally had a subordinate role in the home, in business, in politics and in the 
church. The inferior position thrust upon women simply reflects the wider history in 
which mankind remains faithful to the instincts of the animal kingdom rather than to the 
spirit of true humanity. 

 

The Role of Religion 
 

The purpose of religion is to maintain the status quo. Religion always serves to 
legitimize the existing social order or to sacralize the current power structure. If the 
status quo is the monarchy, religion legitimizes it. If it is feudalism, religion shows that 
this has divine sanction. Religion has thus acted to legitimize democracy, capitalism, 
socialism, the subordination of women and, of course, the preeminence of the church. 

 
Religion, including the Judeo-Christian religion, is therefore not part of the solution; it 

is part of the problem. The subordination of women has been reinforced by both the 
Jewish and the Christian religions. In his daily prayer the rabbi used to thank God for 
three things— that he was not a Gentile, that he was not unlearned, and that he was 
not a woman. 

 
By way of contrast, Jesus’ attitude toward and relationship with women were new 

and scandalous. But like other scandalous aspects of the truly human Jesus, the 
church buried them and legitimized male supremacy. It is now clear that even the New 
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Testament evangelists failed to carry forward Jesus’ vision of the kingdom of God. 
Rather, they united the new revelation of God given in the humanity of Jesus with the 
Old Testament vision of God. They put the new wine in old wineskins. The Old 
Testament view of God at the top of the hierarchical order, absolutely predetermining 
all history and every aspect of human conduct, inevitably led his human 
representatives to build hierarchies which reflected this vision of the divine order. 
Societies of vertical relationships of domination and servitude, in fact, were designed to 
reveal God’s great love by controlling the lives of the weak— for their own good, of 
course. 
 

The Solution 
 

No society can overcome the tendency to form vertical relationships unless and until 
it distinguishes what it means to be truly human from what it means to be an animal. 
The human has self-awareness, self-consciousness and self-determination. Human 
consciousness is the only part of the cosmos which is awake and aware of itself. The 
rest of nature can only act as it is acted upon. Animals can only act by instinct. Human 
consciousness, however, has the power to act upon the universe with self-
determination, imagination and creativity. Human consciousness is the only part of the 
cosmos with the potential and the capacity to be free. This freedom of self-expression 
and self-development is the essential, indispensable condition of being truly human. 

 
The unique human identity, which we may call the human spirit, transcends race, 

gender, age and culture. Its greatness and dignity do not consist in being black or 
white, male or female, old or young, oriental or occidental. The greatest thing about 
being human is to possess the human spirit, human consciousness, which transcends 
all such distinctions. 

 
It is this essential human identity which gives us the impulse and the potential to 

relate horizontally to accord to every person the rights and the dignity which also 
belong to himself or herself. This unique characteristic of relating horizontally to every 
person is called love. It knows nothing of the superior or the inferior. It is not possible to 
truly love down to someone. It is only possible to truly love someone if that person is 
on the same level as oneself. Likewise, it is not possible to truly love up to a superior 
person, because one can only love the other as one loves herself or himself. Love puts 
everyone on the same level. To be truly human means that we relate to all others 
horizontally.  

 
If current human liberation movements are to be successful, they must not replace 

one form of tyranny with another. Women’s liberation, for example, will fail of genuine 
liberation if it adopts either an adversative stance toward males or, on the other hand, 
adopts a macho “pecking” order, a social ladder or a corporate “greasy pole.” For 
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women to copy men’s bad habits will only assure them of death from lung cancer or 
hypertension, as for males. In order to be genuine and consistent, women’s liberation 
must espouse horizontal relationships and repudiate every form of verticalism. This 
means that women who fight legitimately for women’s liberation will have to fight elitism 
based on possession of a superior religion, economic status, social position, gender, 
race, education or ideology. Bertrand Russell was right when he said that any group 
which regard themselves as special and above the rest will tend to sink below the rest. 
If the women’s liberation movement goes to the root of the problem and repudiates all 
forms of elitism, it can become the greatest liberation movement the world has ever 
seen. 

 
The same principle of fostering horizontal relationships must include children. They, 

too, are human— fully human— and since the human spirit transcends age as well as 
gender, children should never be treated as inferiors. We cannot love down to them, 
and they cannot love up to us. The issue of child abuse and violence in the home and 
society is an enormous social problem and must be addressed. Society urgently needs 
to reach the root cause of child abuse in all its forms. It is inhuman to talk down to a 
child or to fail in any way to accord to her or him the full dignity and status of being 
human. If it is objectionable to strike an adult either physically or verbally, it is doubly 
objectionable to do so to a child. Using overwhelming strength to enforce subjection 
dehumanizes the strong even more than the weak. In this context it is necessary to 
rethink the entire area of corporal punishment— in fact, of punishment itself— and to 
consider whether our actions are working to establish vertical or horizontal rela-
tionships. 

 
Our advocacy of horizontal relationships, of course, is not new. The idea of 

egalitarianism was espoused in the American Declaration of Independence and by the 
French Revolution. It simply reflects the golden rule: “Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you.” “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 

 
Rather than embracing the horizontal, the Christian church has denied human 

freedom and sanctioned all types of oppression. As a result, it has itself become a 
victim of entrenched hierarchism. And communism, which rejected Christianity for 
egalitarianism, has become a hierarchical instrument of appalling human oppression. 

 
Yet there was a man who proclaimed a society which would be truly human, a 

society in which the greatest would serve and in which no one would have status or 
prestige above another. There would be no superiors or inferiors. No relationships 
would be vertical; all would be horizontal. Jesus called this society the kingdom of God. 
This means that it would be based on transcendent values. It would depend on the 
same vision of God that Jesus had. He declared that God was exactly like himself. His 
evangelists also witnessed to the amazing fact that this truly human Jesus was the 
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new and final revelation of God to the world. 
 
If this is true, then God is a truly human and a fully human God. Away goes every 

other vision of God, the God at the top of the hierarchy controlling and subjugating 
everyone else. Rather, the human God revealed to us in Jesus does not love down to 
us nor ask us to love up to him. He is the Abba Father. He is the Jesus who desires to 
live in a horizontal relationship which alone can guarantee human freedom. What else 
can sitting with him on his throne mean (Rev. 3:21)? Any liberation movement based 
on the vision of such a society will not only shake the earth; it will shake hell also. 
 
 
 

God is a truly human and a fully human God.... The 
human God revealed to us in Jesus does not love 
down to us nor ask us to love up to him. He is the 
Abba Father. He is the Jesus who desires to live in a 
horizontal relationship which alone can guarantee 
human freedom. 
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