FROM THE PASTOR: March 14, 2010


March 24 will mark the 30th anniversary of the martyrdom of Archbishop Óscar Romero in El Salvador; and after three decades, his memory lingers in the minds and hearts not only of the people of his own country, but of Christians throughout the world.  A recent article in “Sojourners” magazine recalls how five years ago, on the 25th anniversary of the Archbishop’s death, over 20,000 worshippers gathered in San Salvador for the twilight memorial Mass.  Apparently, throughout much of the Mass, the crowd spontaneously chanted: “Queremos un obispo que anda con los pobres! (We want a bishop who will walk with the people!).”   After the Mass, as the people marched to the plaza, they chanted, “Se siente, se siente, Romero está presente! (We feel it, we feel it, Romero is present!).”

Perhaps you might consider observing the death anniversary – especially if you are not familiar with Romero’s story – by renting and watching the excellent 1989 film, “Romero,” which features a memorable performance by actor Raúl Júlia in the title role.  In many ways, Romero seemed an unlikely candidate to become a champion of the poor and the voiceless.  When he was appointed as fourth Archbishop of San Salvador in February of 1977, he had the reputation of being a political and theological conservative, and was well acquainted with the rich and prosperous.

Within two weeks of his appointment, however, his dear personal friend, Jesuit priest Rutilio Grande, was assassinated.  Grande had been a political progressive, and a vocal champion of the poor “campesinos,” working among them for their empowerment.  Deeply moved by his friend’s untimely death, Romero would later recall: “When I looked at Rutilio lying there dead I thought, ‘If they have killed him for doing what he did, then I too have to walk the same path’.”  In surprisingly short order, the Archbishop became an open, vocal critic of his country’s poverty, social injustice, torture, and assassinations, and of the government which he felt legitimized these things.  Romero eventually appealed – without success – to U.S. President Jimmy Carter, asking that the U.S. not supply military aid to the Revolutionary Government Junta which assumed power in 1979.  Romero denounced with particular fervor what he saw as persecution of the Church for its advocacy on behalf of the poor.

Romero himself was shot to death on March 24, 1977 as he celebrated Mass in a small hospital chapel.  He died while elevating the chalice, and his own blood mingled with the Blood of Christ on the altar.  It is assumed that his assassins were members of a death squad, some of them possibly trained at the School of the Americas.  The funeral Mass, held at the Metropolitan Cathedral of San Salvador on March 30, attracted a quarter of a million mourners who came from all over the world.  The ceremony itself was disrupted by the explosion if a smoke bomb in the Cathedral Plaza, as well as gunshots from surrounding buildings.  Thirty to fifty people were killed in the crowd, and the responsible parties will likely never be positively identified and held responsible.  Romero was interred in the Cathedral Crypt beneath the sanctuary; and it has become (and remains) a popular place of pilgrimage.

Much influenced by Ignatian spirituality, Romero took his episcopal motto from the “Spiritual Exercises” of St. Ignatius: “To be of one mind with the Church.”  He was also a faithful practitioner of the daily “examen” of consciousness.  At the recommendation of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, he was declared a “Servant of God” by Pope John Paul II in 1997; and the Congregation continues to study his cause for canonization.  He is remembered for any number of quotations, including: "Aspire not to have more but to be more,” and “Let us not tire of preaching love; it is the force that will overcome the world.”  My personal favorites, however, are his chillingly prophetic utterances: “Let my blood be a seed of freedom,” and “I do not believe in death without resurrection. If they kill me I will rise again in the people of El Salvador.”  Servant of God, Óscar Romero, pray for us…
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