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In a time such as this when  there is so much violence in the world, it is important to reflect on those  who achieve heroic distinction by being in opposition to violence. Thus, it is  good to remember someone like Bishop Oscar Romero, “Bishop of the Poor” who  was archbishop of El Salvador for the last three years of his life. He is a  man who genuinely used “sacramental action” by applying his religion in ways  that have helped “los de abajo”. At the time that Romero gained ascendancy, the  reigning oligarchy of El Salvador, with the help of the U.S., was waging a  brutal war against those who were seeking democracy and basic human rights.  Over 75,000 people were killed or “disappeared” and many more were tortured and raped. It was in this context that Romero emerged  as a champion for the poor and oppressed. 

Romero did not start off being heroic. In fact, he was  chosen Bishop because of his conservative interpretation of scripture, low key  manner, defense of the repressive government and cozy relationship with the wealthy landowners. Basically, he was seen as  “safe” by the church hierarchy whose caring for the poor hardly extended beyond  rhetoric and ritual. The turning point for Romero was the murder of his Jesuit friend, Rutilio  Grande, who was ambushed and killed along with two parishioners. Grande was a  target because he defended the peasant's rights to organize farm cooperatives.  His death followed soon after he said that the dogs of the big landowners ate better food than the  campesino children whose fathers worked their fields.  From that  time on, Romero began to embrace the vision of liberation theology that he  once had called “hate-filled Christology”. According to Roger Gottlieb, in  Joining Hands: Politics and Religion Together for Social Change, “after  his friend’s murder, (he) became more fully religious by becoming  political.”

In weekly radio broadcasts, Romero spoke against the  injustices that were occurring in his country. He specifically addressed the  “structural violence, social injustice, (and) exclusion of citizens from the  management of the country”. He called for “a thorough change in the social,  political and economic system”. His definition of a true Christian was “one  who serves the poor, not simply one who espouses a particular religious  doctrine”. To him “religion can do good in the world...(but) religion needs  political insights to do that good”. Also, "God needs 

the people  themselves...to save the world...The world of the poor teaches us that  liberation will arrive only when the poor are not simply on the receiving end  of handouts from governments or from the churches, but when they themselves  are the masters and protagonists of their own struggle for liberation...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 bishops 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." In 1980 Romero wrote to President Jimmy Carter  pleading with him to cease sending military aid because "it is being used to  repress my people." At the time the U.S. had sent $1.5 million in aid every day for 12 years.  

Romero was killed while saying mass at a small chapel of the hospital of Divine Providence in San Salvador. A few days before his murder, he  said,  “You can tell the people that if they succeed in killing me, that  I forgive and bless those who do it. Hopefully, they will realize they are  wasting their time. A bishop will die, but the church of God, which is the  people, will never perish."The day before his murder, he publicly confronted the military by saying, “"Brothers, you are  from the same people; you kill your fellow peasant...No soldier is obliged to  obey an order that is contrary to the will of God...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: stop the repression”. Just moments before a  sharpshooter with an M-16 ended his life, he said in his homily, "One must not  love oneself so much, as to avoid getting involved in the risks of life that  history demands of us, and those that fend off danger will lose their lives". Romero did not just preach against violence. He refused to attend any  government functions until the repression ended.This of course further alienated him from his fellow bishops, and the government and the military who took their orders from the wealthy landowners. Romero’s noncooperation, however, elevated him in the hearts of the peasants. At his funeral there  were 150,000 people and dozens of them were killed by the military shooting  into the crowds.  A year later 200 cathechists and farmers who were at  his last service were also killed. It wasn’t until five years later that an open  funeral procession for him was allowed. 

No one has ever been apprehended and tried  for Romero’s assassination but as the years pass, Romero will continue to be the subject of devotion and inspiration for those who seek peace and  justice - religious and nonreligious alike. He is a martyr like so many before him in the early Christian tradition. In 1997, a cause for beatification and canonization into sainthood was opened for Romero, and Pope 

John Paul II bestowed upon him the title of Servant of God. The process continues. Romero died because his political activism was informed by his faith, and he stands among those  in more recent history like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. whose lives were taken in the struggle for freedom, respect and  dignity for all people.   

                                           

