PAGE  


[image: image1.wmf] 

[image: image2.wmf] 


This month the world commemorates the death of a martyr for peace: Archbishop Oscar Romero, assassinated in 1980 in the midst of a U.S.-funded war in El Salvador in Central America which the UN Truth Commission called “genocidal.”  

Oscar Romero, Catholic Archbishop of El Salvador, gave his last homily on March 24, 1980, the day he was shot in his church.  

Moments before a sharpshooter felled him, he told his people, "You must not love yourself so much that you avoid getting involved in the risks that history demands of us – and those who fend off danger will risk their lives!" 

He had already sealed his own fate the day before, March 23, when he took the terrifying step of publicly challenging the military.


Romero stood alone not only against the armed forces of his country but also against the international war-purveyors who backed them.  His people were alone, and they had no one but their Archbishop to stand with them.  In 1980 the war claimed the lives of 3,000 Salvadorans per month, with cadavers clogging the streams, and tortured bodies being thrown onto the garbage dumps and streets of the capital city.


Romero had publicly refused to attend any government function until the war against the people of his country ended.  Keeping that promise cost him not only the friendship of the government and military but also the support his brother bishops, some of whom even secretly accused him of seeking popularity for political advancement...  On the other hand, it won him the love of El Salvador’s poor majority.

The poor never expected him to take their side.  He was an orthodox, pious “bookish” type clergyman, known to criticize progressives in his own church who aligned themselves with the impoverished farmers seeking land reform.  But during the first three weeks after his election as Archbishop, an incident would take place that would transform this quiet, prayerful man.   The first priest he ordained, Padre Rutilio Grande, was ambushed and killed along with two of his parishioners: a seven-year-old boy and an elderly campesino.  Grande was a target because he defended the peasant's rights to organize farm cooperatives against the big landowners whose dogs, he said, “ate better food than the children whose fathers worked their fields.”
That night Archbishop Romero drove to the village where the two bodies lay.  In a packed country church he looked into the eyes of peasants who now had to face rising government terrorism with silent endurance.  Their eyes asked him just one question: “Will you stand with us as Padre Rutilio did?”

These powerless victims of war taught their Archbishop an important lesson.  "God needs the people themselves," he said, "to save the world” 


Romero's own helplessness was that he could not stop the violence. Within the next year some 200 who had watched him walk into that village church were dead.  Over 75,000 Salvadorans would be killed, one million would flee the country; another million would be left homeless, constantly on the run from the army.  All Romero had to offer the people were weekly homilies broadcast on radio throughout the country, his voice assuring them with words like these: "If some day they take away the radio station from us . . . if they don't let us speak, if they kill all the priests and the bishop too, and you are left a people without priests, each one of you must become God's microphone, each one of you must become a prophet."

By 1980, amidst overarching violence, Romero had written to President Jimmy Carter pleading with him to end military aid to El Salvador because, he wrote, "it is being used to repress my people."  The U.S. sent $1.5 million in aid every day for 12 years.  Romero’s letter was never answered, and two months later he himself would be assassinated.

On March 23 Romero walked into the fire, openly inviting the army to mutiny.  In his radio talk that day the whole country heard these words: "Brothers, you are from the very people you are killing! … No soldier is obliged to obey an order that is contrary to the will of God.”  Then his voice burst, "In the name of God then, in the name of this suffering people I ask you, I beg you, I command you in the name of God to stop!”


Romero's murder was a savage warning from a military whose commanders hated and feared him and the people.  In front of the San Salvador cathedral, army sharpshooters on rooftops shot down even some who attended Romero’s funeral.  To this day no investigation has revealed the names of Romero's killers.  …  What endures is Romero's promise.
 
(The source for this is “Oscar Romero, Bishop of the Poor” by Renny Golden, co-author with Scott Wright and Marie Dennis of Oscar Romero: His Life and Teachings, available through Orbis Books.)

The twentieth century was the bloodiest century in history.  In what Jose Martí called the "hour of the furnaces," Oscar Romero, Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu, Martin Luther King, Fannie Lou Hamer have stood with the victims of war.  … Honor their memory, and stand with us on Saturday, March 20, 2004, when New Yorkers will march with the rest of the world to say “No!” to the ongoing wars.  

"We suffer with those who have disappeared, those who have had to flee their homes, and those who have been tortured." – Archbishop Oscar Romero 

Join the Rockland Coalition for Peace and Justice for weekly peace vigils at Middletown Rd. & Rt. 59 in Nanuet, every Saturday 1-3 pm.  For information on the March 20 march to end the occupation of Iraq, contact: www.rocklandaction.org or call the Fellowship of Reconciliation at 358-4601.   3/13/04

On March 20, 2004, stand for peace with heroes like –


Oscar Romero: Bishop of the Poor
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