Julian Filochowski 7th October 2008


Option for the Poor - the Life and Death of Archbishop Oscar Romero
He was the voice of the voiceless poor. 
Today we can recognise Oscar Romero as a model of a Christian, a pastor and a bishop - in fact a saint for the 21st century Church. In his ministry in San Salvador he enfleshed or ‘made incarnate’ the Church’s preferential option for the poor which is the Gospel option for the poor.  He can be a real inspiration for us here and now; indeed his spirit gives energy to all of us in the bread-breaking, justice-seeking, peace-making, rambling shambling, pilgrim people of God. Today Romero stands tall for us as a truly credible witness to the Resurrection of Jesus Christ for the people of this post-modernist age. For me personally the greatest grace and privilege of my life is to have known and worked with Archbishop Romero and to have enjoyed his friendship.  Let me tell you his story. First his death; then his life and legacy.

So let’s go back. It was 6.25 on the evening of Monday 24th March 1980 in San Salvador - with the country on the brink of civil war. Archbishop Romero was celebrating a memorial Mass in the chapel of the Divine Providence cancer hospital.  He was completing his homily which was a reflection on St John’s gospel, chapter 12 – “Now the hour has come for the son of Man to be glorified.  Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies it remains only a single grain; but if it dies it yields a rich harvest.” He concluded and moved to the centre of the altar to pick up the chalice and the paten with the words “this body broken and this blood shed for human beings encourage us to give our body and blood up to suffering and pain as Christ did – not for self but to bring justice and peace to our people...”  
It’s certain that at that moment he saw the assassin take aim through the open door of the chapel.  He had known he was going to die and had prepared himself for the moment.  He didn’t shout out fearing that those around him in the congregation would be killed too. But he flinched, the body’s natural reflex action; and sweat, a death sweat, poured out of his body. The marksman fired and the single bullet entered his body just above the heart.  He slumped to the floor at the foot of a huge crucifix with blood pouring from his mouth, nostrils and ears.  
He was declared dead on arrival at the policlinic hospital soon afterwards.
It was the end of three dramatic years of Romero’s ministry at the head of the archdiocese of San Salvador.  

To understand those 3 years of Romero’s ‘public ministry’ we need to have a little background about El Salvador itself at the time.
El Salvador is a tiny country in Central America about the size of Wales. When Romero became archbishop it had just over 4 million people.  El Salvador lived from agricultural exports, mainly coffee, sugar cane and cotton grown on a plantation system.  It had one of the worst, most skewed, land distributions in Latin America.  Much of the country was owned by only 14 families and in fact 2% of the population actually owned 60% of the land – and of course the best and most fertile land.  There were masses of landless peasants who survived as they could as exploited seasonal day labourers.  In three decades of impressive economic growth, there had been increasing poverty and ever more widespread hunger and malnutrition in the countryside. In 1976 ECLA said that El Salvador had the lowest calorie intake per person in Latin America.   
Since 1932 the country had been run by the military in alliance with the wealthy land-owning elite.  Every attempt at the most minimal land reform was scuppered as ‘communistic’.  Rural unions, peasant unions, were banned.  Political change was prevented by massive and systematic electoral fraud – the opposition regularly won the elections but they always lost the count!  Fraud led to protests and public demonstrations.  Demonstrations led to killings and exile.  Instead of land reform and social development, the response to the explosive social situation in the rural areas was repression.  Rural militias were set up to counter organised peasant associations.  Atrocities and death squads followed – and then there began to emerge armed guerrilla organisations of the far left.  An escalating spiral of deadly violence - that was 1977 El Salvador when Romero became archbishop.

Since colonial times the Church across Latin America had been part of the power structures in a triangular alliance of social stability with landowners and the military.  De facto the Church blessed the social order. But, meeting at Medellin, Colombia, in 1968, in the wake of the Second Vatican Council, the Latin American Church, put simply, changed sides.  Their social analysis and their theological reflection led them to identify institutionalised violence against the poor, and to name structures of injustice and sin in their societies.  Medellin talked of empowerment of the poor through processes of conscientisation – the radical pedagogical concept of Paulo Freire; they spoke about a church of small communities, a church alongside the poor, re-reading the bible from the perspective of the poor.  A church where orthodoxy, ‘right-teaching’, needed to be balanced by orthopraxis or ‘right-action’.  It was, if you like, the baptism of the nascent theology of liberation.  It was certainly a rupture with the old order.  During the 1970s, the church in San Salvador was preaching and living what came from Medellin, supporting basic ecclesial communities and promoting rural organisation amongst the peasants.  This brought down the wrath of the landed elites who denounced ‘third world priest agitators’ and demanded that the church retreat from this social involvement.  Foreign priests had already been tortured and deported by 1977.

On all sides Oscar Romero was thought to be a highly conservative prelate, intolerant of the social commitment of the clergy. In fact he was a priest who had grown up and lived in an old-style conservative pastoral tradition. He was appointed Archbishop at the behest of the coffee barons, the traditional Catholic landowners and the government - with the support of the Papal Nuncio. He was, so they thought, the ideal candidate to put the genie back in the bottle.  To get the clergy and the Church to back away from their dangerous social engagement. But they could not have been more mistaken.

His installation in February 1977 coincided with a massive presidential electoral fraud, followed by massacres and unprecedented national tension.  Romero had scarcely moved in when the Jesuit priest, Rutilio Grande, based in the town of Aguilares, was murdered by a death squad as he drove to celebrate mass in an outlying hamlet.  His body was riddled with bullets – police bullets.  The President phoned Romero offering his condolences and saying left wing groups were responsible.  But from the testimonies of the two child survivors, Romero knew otherwise.

Rutilio was the first priest to be killed and he happened to be a close friend of Romero. There was shock, outrage, disbelief - nationwide.  A line had been crossed.  It’s clear to me now after studying Romero’s whole life, his papers and writings that this murder was not, as we first thought, a Damascus experience, a blinding flash which turned Romero round. Rather as he prayed over Rutilio’s body, it was his dark night of the soul.  It was Romero’s Gethsemane. The killing was the divine catalyst that jigged him, his thinking and his pastoral theology into place among those suffering repression and persecution.  He saw and read the situation no longer from the perspective of a disinterested ecclesiastical observer but from the perspective of the victims.  In this Gethsemane he saw in his mind’s eye where it would inevitably lead him and he assented.  It was his option for the poor, his fundamental commitment, the locus from which henceforward he would pray and judge the suffering reality of El Salvador, the place where he would “do” his theology and live a spirituality which recognised Christ, the suffering servant, the pierced one, there amongst the poor campesinos.  
Rutilio had fostered these base communities; he had preached fearlessly the fundamental rights of the sugar cane cutters. He had given hope and solace to the peasant organisations. He was Romero’s precursor, his John the Baptist.

Romero’s initial disbelief at Rutilio’s killing became prophetic determination. He closed the Catholic high schools and colleges for three days and the children were sent home with a question sheet for their parents to discuss what was happening in this country dedicated to ‘Our Saviour’ when priests were being killed.  He suspended all participation in official government ceremonies until the assassins would be brought to justice.  He opened a diocesan legal aid office to document all the killings and disappearances, the rape and repression and to give pastoral support to the families and communities affected.  But crucially, the following Sunday, he decreed that all the churches of the diocese be closed and the masses cancelled.  He summoned all the priests and people of his diocese to a single Mass which he would celebrate in front of the Cathedral. He preached eloquently and passionately about Rutilio’s work to a crowd of over 100,000. 

In some sense the ‘communio’, the national communion had been ruptured.  Life could not proceed normally and unperturbed as if it had been a traffic accident that had killed Rutilio. Penance, reconciliation and justice were needed for the communion to be made whole again. 

The anger of the land-owning and commercial class, the military was palpable and they began to plot against him. Over the weeks and months Romero visited dozens of different communities and parishes and heard their stories, their joys and their sorrows.  People queued up to see him in his office and he listened till late into the night. Repression intensified and was documented as too were the kidnappings, church occupations and strikes organised on the left.  No real dialogue proved possible at all with the government.  Statements after meetings that did take place were used to manipulate Romero.  The national press belonged to the same wealthy families and they simply censored out all his concerns but they did carry pages of advertisements from non-existent ghost organisations denouncing the clergy and insulting Romero in a gross fashion
Romero’s very own space was his cathedral; and from his pulpit there at the Sunday mass he spoke the truth week in week out, clearly and unambiguously.  He preached the gospel and applied it to the terrible reality of his country. As he told the truth he denounced the evil taking place and thereby gave hope and consolation to the poor. He became simply the voice of the voiceless – that was his tag!  His method was to choose a gospel theme or focus ahead of time and then he prepared his sermon all week.  He met with his advisors on Saturday morning and he prepared and prayed into the night and into the early hours of Sunday.  

His homilies were major occasions to interweave catechesis and communication of the social reality.  He carefully almost surgically unpacked the readings and interpreted them in the context of El Salvador.  He was beautifully clear with inspired metaphor, didactic repetition, and verbal fluidity.  Then came the good news of the week – the gatherings and meetings in the communities, the celebrations and patronal feasts, the visitors and letters of solidarity. Then the bad news.  Incident by incident, atrocity by atrocity, he named the victims, all the victims; he said what had happened, where and when and who was responsible. He sought justice, supported recompense and offered pastoral care.  This methodology was the forerunner of Truth Commissions that would emerge in future years around the world.  His sermon could last anything between 45 minutes and an hour and a half.  I’ve been present in a hot sweaty cathedral as people listened to him for over an hour with rapt attention – the only interruption to the flow being their applause.  He was the evangeliser par excellence. He made the Gospel ‘Good News’. The sermons were giant gospel workshops, catechetical seminars – not political rallies.  He was a great preacher and orator but not a demagogue. 

Inside the country Romero’s homilies were essential listening for friend and foe alike. Broadcast over the diocesan radio station everybody tuned in.  You could walk down some streets in San Salvador without a radio and still not miss a word. In the countryside people gathered in the cantina, the bar, to listen to the one radio.  But the National Guard would often come round and force them to change the station at gunpoint. General Vides Casanova, a defence minister, used to get his son to record them when he was out of the country. Romero aware that they listened said one time “Mr President, if you are listening to me, and I know you are listening to me….” Three times they bombed the radio station to take it off the air and CAFOD paid for its rebuilding.

Romero constantly referred to the three idolatries of the time - idolatry of wealth and land; idolatry of power and national security and on the left the idolatry of the party organisation. They were false gods that demanded human victims. But Romero always used the moment for a call to repent, an invitation to a change of heart.  “Brothers and sisters,” he said, “keep this treasure. It is not my poor words that sow hope and faith.  I am no more than the humble echo of God in his people.”

His messages were “no” to the killings of the right; “no” to the violence of the left; “yes” to political organisation; “yes” to dialogue; social justice for the poor; & human rights for all Salvadorans; and “yes” to the practice of compassion; all this underscored by a fundamental commitment to the poor, an option for the poor.  
With no justice over Rutilio’s case, with the appearance of bumper stickers saying ‘Be a Patriot: Kill a Priest’, with all the Jesuits threatened with extinction if they didn’t get out of the country, Romero did not attend the inauguration of the new President. It was unheard of, unprecedented.  Reports flooded to Rome every week with malign interpretations of everything Romero said and did.  They said he was naïve, duped and a Marxist-manipulated prelate. Over his 3 years as archbishop 6 priests in all were killed and dozens of catechists.  “My job is to go round picking up dead bodies” he said. And “I’m gratified that when the people are suffering so much killing that the blood of priests is with them.”

If you are in any doubt about the reality of the persecution of the Church by Catholic military let’s turn to the occupation of Aguilares, months after the killing of Fr Rutilio.  As the troops approached the town, the sexton went up to the tower and tolled the bell to warn the community. He was shot dead. The church building was taken over as a barracks and the church was desecrated using the sacred vessels as urinals and the profanation of the Blessed Sacrament. Romero was barred from entering when he tried to reclaim the church and was not allowed in for weeks. But he then came back and fearlessly organised a Corpus Christi procession round the town square to mark the return of the sacrament whilst a population watched from the side in fear for him and for themselves!

Romero had great intelligent discernment and great courage and he spoke out whenever and wherever justice and peace were threatened.  He took on the Law of Public Order a draconian measure that suspended almost all constitutional guarantees including habeas corpus - the 1979 equivalent of Guantanamo Bay.  It was with great audacity that he challenged the judiciary for the corrupt system of justice and the impunity on which the perpetrators of atrocities could count. There was little justice or redress for the poor.  He took on the landowners especially when they took reprisals and refused to give work to desperate hungry peasants.  “Take off your rings and share them with the poor before your fingers are cut off”.  He challenged the left with their kidnappings and killings and emphasised there should be no confusion between the evangelical project of the diocese and any other ideologies.  The basic Christian community he insisted was not a political cell and should not be manipulated and instrumentalised for any party’s ends. Finally Romero took on President Jimmy Carter over US military aid to El Salvador that he said was being used to kill innocent campesinos. His Open Letter sent to Washington outraged the Salvadoran military but sent a surge of mobilising electricity through the Churches in the United States. 
As the country edged towards war the threats and insults intensified. Fake newspapers appeared with outrageous headlines attempting to link Romero with left wing terrorists. A suitcase of dynamite placed behind the altar for his Sunday mass failed to go off - perhaps it was the final warning; but Romero spoke about his death and those around him tried to persuade him to have protection or a bodyguard. His response was simple “Why should the shepherd have protection when his sheep are still prey to wolves?” Romero drove himself round the capital thereafter fearing his driver might become ‘collateral damage’ in the event of an attempt on his own life. The threats became so intense; a fever existed; Romero knew he was going to die.  He accepted it with great equanimity. He prepared himself and went like a lamb to the slaughter. Just before he died, in an interview with a Mexican newspaper he said:-

“I have frequently been threatened with death.  I ought to say that, as a Christian, I do not believe in death without resurrection.  If they kill me I will rise again in the people of El Salvador.  I am not boasting, I say it with the greatest humility.


I am bound, as a pastor, by a divine command to give my life for those whom I love, and that is all Salvadorans, even those who are going to kill me.  If they manage to carry out their threats, from this moment I offer my blood for the redemption and resurrection of El Salvador.


Martyrdom is a grace from God which I do not believe I deserve.  But if God accepts the sacrifice of my life, then may my blood be the seed of liberty, and a sign that hope will soon become a reality.


May my death, if it is accepted by God, be for the liberation of my people, and as a witness of hope in what is to come.  Can you tell them, if they succeed in killing me, that I pardon and bless those who do it.


But I wish that they could realise that they are wasting their time.  A bishop may die, but the Church of God, which is the people, will never die.”

The day before he died in an extraordinary homily he tackled the most difficult question that was being put to him - how should the ordinary soldiers respond when under orders to kill and massacre?  His powerful response concluded ‘I beg you, I beseech you, I order you, in the name of God and in the name of this suffering people whose lamentations reach up to heaven, Stop the Repression’. It was his death sentence.  The military high command read it as incitement to mutiny and an already-existing plan for his assassination was activated. The turbulent priest fell. Champagne and fireworks greeted the news of the magnicide in the wealthy suburbs of San Salvador.

For three years Romero had staved off civil war – the only person who could be heard by both left and right in an ever-polarising context.  Following his assassination the war was unstoppable and over the next 12 years it claimed more than 70,000 lives.  
Three incredible years of ministry at the head of the archdiocese.  Put alongside the three years of the public ministry of Christ the inevitable comparisons are there to be made.  The preaching; the teaching. The compassion. The audacious challenges to the authorities.  The doubts.  The temptations.  The agonies; the insults. The plotting.  The hostility of the elders of the Church (in Romero’s case the papal nuncio and four of his fellow bishops). The death threats; and the public execution.  Romero was an authentic follower of Jesus Christ.  According to Gustavo Gutierrez, if Jesus Christ, the Word made Flesh, is the homily of God, then Oscar Romero was the homily of Jesus Christ
I believe we must ask ourselves what remembering Archbishop Romero means and should mean today.  From a Christian point of view ‘remembering’ means something very different from a panegyric or a nostalgic speech.  The fundamental Christian model of remembering is ‘Do this in memory of me’.  For the Church to remember Archbishop Romero must first mean to continue his work and to imitate that option for the poor which he embraced and his whole life epitomised. And like him to struggle with all the paradoxes and conflicts that such a commitment throws up for us.
His identification with the poor demonstrates that the ‘option for the poor’ is not just meaningless rhetoric from the late 20th century.  The gospel is addressed to all but its privileged recipients are the poor. It is good news for the poor. It can be good news for us the rich – provided that WE in our lives are good news to the poor. Romero was a deeply spiritual man, with a rich prayer life; his example to us is the beautiful, and dare I say it, seamless synthesis he made in living and witnessing to faith and promoting social justice. He was neither a political activist disguised in Episcopal robes nor an opportunistic prelate peddling a populist social project. 
Romero was the enemy of cover-up and spin. He spoke the truth fearlessly, prophetically. We have too many ‘Nicodemus Christians’ today, bishops and lay people alike, afraid to speak the truth in public about contemporary controversies that affect the Church and the world.  And Archbishop Romero was certainly no ‘Nicodemus Christian’. He was an evangeliser for all seasons. He became a generator, a dynamo, of communion and solidarity. He was utterly orthodox and utterly radical.  He truly loved God and he truly loved his Neighbour.  He truly loved God in the poor.  His crime as a pastor was to tell his fellow Salvadorans, the loyal churchgoers from wealthy families and the military, that charity for the poor without justice for the poor had little merit and, put very simply, they could not have ‘God’ without ‘Neighbour’.
In placing the statue over the West Door of Westminster Abbey the Anglican Communion has effectively canonized Oscar Romero.  I hope my own church will follow suit and that we can soon proclaim Saint Romero of the Americas patron, guide and inspiration to the movement for justice and peace and human rights in our globalised world - a world with its more sophisticated structures of sin and institutionalised violence than El Salvador in 1980 but the same old exploitation and the same old rampant greed.
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