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Blessed Oscar Romero – A Saint for Our Time 

Sacred Heart Colne  25 March 2017 

 

I’d like to offer reflections on 3 things suggested from the title this afternoon- something 

about Oscar Romero the man, Oscar Romero the saint, and something about our times.  

Disciples and saints are not born, people become disciples and saints, and they do so in their 

time and in their place, though the way they witness to Jesus in their time and place. 

Oscar Romero - the man 

Oscar Romero was born almost 100 years ago, on 15 August 1917, in to a rather poor family 

in Cuidad Barrios. He was the second of 8 children a family of 6 boys and 2 girls. He was 

baptised on 11 May 1919. I find that interesting, I was baptised 4 days after I was born. My 

mother wasn’t there, recovering from a 19 hour ordeal which left her in very poor shape. 

Oscar Romero was 21 months old. Perhaps the people of the village did not believe that God 

would consign babies to Limbo if they were hit by a bus and had not been baptised?  

His father, Santos Romero worked as the town’s postmaster and telegraph operator in the 

morning and cultivated coffee in the afternoon. He wasn’t particularly pious, and it is said 

that his work as telegraph deliverer took him all over the village, as a result of which Oscar 

Romero had a number of half-brothers.  His mother, Guadlupe de Jesus Galdamez was a 

pious woman who suffered a lot of ill health, but who remained very close to Oscar until her 

death in 1961. 

The family’s means were modest, there was no electricity in the house and part of it was 

rented to a laundry service which meant that the house was often soaking wet. His mother 

really struggled, particularly when the tenants refused to pay rent and when part of his 

father’s small plot of land was lost through the dealings of an unscrupulous money lender.  

The young Oscar was seen as a studious, pious and serious child. He too suffered from some 

sort of serious illness when he was a child and studied at home after three years schooling. 

As a young lad he was apprenticed to his father first as a letter carrier and later as a 

telegraph operator. His dad taught him to play the bamboo flute and to read music. He 

played the piano and harmonica. He loved music for the rest of his life. 

He was later apprenticed to a local carpenter and learned to makes doors, tables, cabinets 

and coffins. During his time at school and while serving as an apprentice, he would visit the 

local church before and after work and simply spend time in prayer. At the age of 13 he was 

accepted to study in the local seminary in San Miguel, 7 hours away on horseback. 

 



2 
 

I’ve dwelt on these little bits and pieces because, 37 years after his death there is still some 

wonder at how, during his time as an Archbishop, and that was only 3 years duration, he 

seemed to change dramatically from being a very conservative, austere, rigorous man to 

someone who took huge risks and spoke so courageously on behalf of the poor and 

persecuted.  He never saw himself as being ‘converted’ he saw himself growing back into 

where he had come from – we’ll explore that a little more later. 

In 1937, at the age of 20, he went to Rome to study in the Gregorian University and 

complete his formation for priesthood. His friends saw him as a pious young man who kept 

all the rules. He was ordained in Rome in 1942 and then began to study for a doctorate in 

Ascetical Theology – and I suggest that studying Ascetical Theology in the 1940s in Rome 

during the war wouldn’t do much to encourage him to develop a sense of humour. His 

bishop asked him to come home before he completed his studies, so he and a friend, Rafael 

Valladares set off by boat via Spain and Cuba.  As soon as they arrived in Cuba they were 

arrested and placed in an internment camp – probably because they had come from Italy, 

one of the Axis powers.  The Redemptorists in Havana helped to have them released and 

they eventually arrived in San Miguel in El Salvador via Mexico. 

His first appointment was to a small mountain parish, but he was quickly appointed Bishop’s 

Secretary, a post he held for 23 years. He lived in the Cathedral parish and worked 

extremely hard.  He was zealous, organising catechism and first communion classes, visiting 

the rural area and the city jails, spending hours before the Blessed Sacrament. He worked 

with the diocesan newspaper and radio – again, something we will touch on later – and was 

regarded as a good preacher. 

He was known by all sorts of people and saw himself a serving both the very poor in his area 

as well as rich landowners and famous musicians.  When his mother died in 1961 very many 

people attended her funeral.  As her body was being carried from the church to the place of 

burial there seemed to be some expectation that he would accompany the rich and famous, 

in fact he said: ‘I’ll go with them (the villagers from Ciudad Barrios), I was born with them’.  

Again, a hint that a key moments in his life, he’d never really lost it. 

In 1967 he was made a Monsignor, the title by which most people seem to have known him 

all his life. But this wasn’t a popular move among the clergy of the diocese of San Miguel, 

they asked for him to be removed from the office he had in the diocese. His 

uncompromising attitudes and strong temper had created a really strong resentment 

among the priests. He was moved, and became General Secretary of the Bishops’ 

Conference of El Salvador. He left San Miguel and moved to San Salvador, the capital of the 

country, and not everyone was sorry to see him go.  One of his critics said after he had left:  

To the rich he would say, ‘Love the poor.’ And to us poor he would tell us to love God, and 

that God knew what he was doing by putting us last in line, and that afterwards we would 
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be assured of a place in heaven. He would preach to us about heaven where rich people who 

gave alms would go and where poor people who didn’t cause too much trouble would go…1 

When he moved to San Salvador he moved into the major seminary to live. The seminary 

was run by the Jesuits and he shared their meals and conversations. It was here that he met 

someone who was later to have a most dramatic effect on his life.  Rutilio Grande was one 

of the Seminary staff, (a tough task at the best of times, I might add, and very much so in El 

Salvador at this time…). It seems that as pressure mounted on him in his role as General 

Secretary and later, in 1970 when he was appointed auxiliary bishop of San Salvador by 

Pope Paul VI, he became more isolated and alone, working very long hours and avoiding 

contact with others in the seminary.  Rutilio Grande was seen to have been the one person 

who persistently and consistently kept in touch with him.   This may have been a search on 

his part, for mutual support.  Rutilio was also under great pressure and managed to find 

himself ‘moved on’ from the Seminary partly because of his homilies which were constantly 

critical of the ruling elite. 

It is interesting that the call to be a bishop left Oscar Romero overwhelmed by doubts, 

confusion and fear. He consulted his Spiritual Director and a therapist, a clinical 

psychologist, who had helped him in the past. He was seriously concerned about whether 

he would be able to carry the responsibility of being a bishop.  It seems that he lived with 

the condition we now refer to as OCPD (Obsessive Compulsive Personality Disorder), and 

had been wise enough to consult someone to help him with it. He was aware that he was 

very scrupulous and totally dedicated to his work, but he also lived with interior tensions, 

conflicts with others, a striving for perfection and general anxiety. His advisors wisely 

reassured him and he accepted his responsibility with full awareness and deep faith. 

Why mention this? Because saints are human beings, not perfect beings. We will see how so 

many of these moments in his life, along with his conviction that everything he did was in 

line with ‘the mind of the Church’ (the motto he chose when he became a bishop, a phrase 

from St Ignatius) propelled him to live as he did and speak as he did, leading to his death in 

1980.  

In the midst of all of this, in 1968 there was a really important gathering of all the Bishops in 

Latin America in Medellin, in Colombia.  It is difficult to describe how crucial and vitally 

important this meeting was, not just for the church in Latin America, but for the Church 

throughout the world. The final document has been described as The Magna Carta of 

today’s persecuted, socially committed Church and, as such, rates as one of the major 

political events of the century: it shattered the centuries old alliance of Church, military and 

the rich elites.2 

                                                           
1 Quoted in Oscar Romero – and the Communion of the Saints, Scott Wright, Orbis 2009 p 24 
2 Quoted in Wright p 25 from Penny Lernoux Cry of the People, New York, Penguin 1982 p 37 
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In August 1973, Monsignor Romero wrote an article in the diocesan weekly bulletin, 

Orientacion, of which he was the Director, entitled ‘Medellin, Misunderstood and 

Misinterpreted’ asserting his belief that Medellin had been subverted and maliciously 

misinterpreted, misleading the faithful with Marxist ideologies. Before Romero left the 

paper, he had the last word on the issue: 

What we do regret, more with an understanding silence of tolerance and patience than with 

an attitude of polemical resentment, is the explicitly worldly, violent and uncontrolled 

conduct of those who have tried to make use of religion to destroy the spiritual basis of 

religion.3 

As you can imagine, this attitude once again created severe difficulties in the minds and 

hearts of many priests and people in the diocese, though these tensions were somewhat 

relieved when Oscar Romero was appointed bishop of the diocese of Santiago de Maria in 

October 1974. This area included his own home village of Ciudad Barrios.  

But something happened in June 1975. The National Guard terrorized and massacred the 

villagers in Tres Calles, a small rural hamlet in his diocese. Guardsmen shot and hacked to 

death six men from the Astorga family, then advanced ransacking homes in search of 

weapons. Romero went to the community to console the families of the victims and to 

celebrate liturgy with them, condemning the massacre in his homily as a violation of human 

rights. According to the official government version of the incident, the deceased were 

members of an underground political military organisation and had opened fire on the 

National Guard. Other sources indicated that these campesinos, catechists trained in the 

diocese, were taken violently from their homes, brutalized, tortured and killed. 

This led Romero to a serious study of the documents from the meeting at Medellin, 7 years 

earlier, and an encyclical from Pope Paul VI, On Evangelisation in the Modern World. He was 

to quote from this particular encyclical on numerous occasions in his sermons when he was 

Archbishop, but at this stage of his life he was very surprised to find affirmation from the 

Pope of the more radical thinking that many were exploring in his diocese. He discovered 

there that if the Church’s mission is to be authentic, it must be concerned with the material 

needs of all people and be engaged in the struggle for human liberation from forces which 

contribute to the oppression of people. 

His ideas and positions began to shift. As a bishop he came closer to the brutality of El 

Salvador’s military. His former assumptions began to drift away. As late as August 1976 he 

was still preaching against the Jesuits in a homily at a National Mass on the Feast of the 

Transfiguration; but within a year, the man he had criticised, Jon Sobrino SJ, had become 

one of his closest advisors. What had happened?   

                                                           
3 Damian Zynda Archbishop Oscar Romero – A Disciple who revealed the Glory of God University of Scranton 
Press, 2010 p 26 
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On the 23 February 1977, at the age of 59, Oscar Romero was appointed archbishop of San 

Salvador. Three weeks later, on the evening of 12 March, the parish priest in the village of  

Aguilares drove towards El Paisnal, about 15 minutes away, to celebrate Mass. He brought 

with him Manuel Solorzano, aged 72 who acted as a sacristan and Nelson Rutilio Lemus, 

aged 16 who was to serve Mass. All three were in the front of a  VW Safari.  At one point 

they stopped to pick up 3 young kids who were looking for a lift. Just before El Paisnal, they 

were ambushed and all those in the front of the car, Rutilio, Manuel and Nelson, were killed. 

The three children from the back of the car ran away, not before one of them recognised 

one of the gunmen as his godfather, who was in the military. The bodies of all three of them 

were brought to the Church and laid on the table used for meetings, they were wrapped in 

blankets, there were no coffins available. Oscar Romero heard about it that evening and 

immediately drove to El Paisnal, saw the bodies and said that they should celebrate a 

Requiem Mass immediately. He celebrated Mass in the early hours of the morning with the 

three bodies still soaked in blood lying on a table in the middle of the Church. The Church 

was packed solid with people from all over the area.  The bodies remained on the table in 

the Church, and people had to walk around them to receive Holy Communion.  

The bishop who succeeded Oscar Romero, Rivera y Damas, said of that moment, when 

Oscar Romero knelt beside the body of his close and dear friend Rutilio, that ‘A martyr gave 

life to another martyr. Before the body of Father Rutilio Grande, Monsignor Romero, on his 

twentieth day as archbishop, felt the call of Christ to overcome his natural human shyness 

and be filled with apostolic courage. From that moment, Monsignor Romero left behind the 

pagan lands of Tyre and Sidon, and marched boldly towards Jerusalem.4 

Oscar Romero – the making of a Saint 

Obviously, it didn’t just happen then, but something did happen at that moment which 

helped to free Romero to become the saint he did. Rutilio was a courageous man. One of his 

oft quoted phrases was: ‘It is a wonder the Bible is allowed into this country, because it is 

subversive.’ He was committed to working alongside the poor, he died on his way to 

celebrate Mass, and at this moment, his cause along with those of Manuel and Nelson, is 

making its way through towards beatification in Rome.  Although there is no need for a 

miracle  for  a martyr to become ‘Blessed’, Pope Francis is quoted as having said: ‘Rutilio’s 

miracle is Romero’. Only for canonisation of a martyr is a miracle required. 

Oscar Romero had a tumultuous first month as archbishop. Five days after his consecration, 

on 28 February, dozens of people protesting the outcome of the fraudulent election of 

General Carlos Humberto Romero (no relation) were  shot dead in the public square in front 

of El Rosario Church, just one block from his Cathedral.  After the murder of Rutilio and his 

lay colleagues, he took the decision that there would only be one Mass celebrated in the 

                                                           
4 Archbishop Romero and Liberation Theology, Martin Maier S.J. quoted in Romero News Issue 19 January 2017 
p 12 



6 
 

country on the following Sunday, it would take place in the Cathedral, and it would be a 

memorial Mass for Fr Rutilio Grande. He preached on the line from John’s Gospel: No 

greater love is there than to give one’s life out of love for one’s friends’ (John 15:13). Over 

100 priests concelebrated this single mass, a courageous act in itself when a popular car 

sticker which appeared soon afterwards read: Be a Patriot, Kill a Priest. 

I’m conscious that we’re in Lent, and I’ve been reading a book called The Passion and The 

Cross by Ronald Rolheiser. Early in the book he reflects on the word Agonia a Greek word 

from which we get our word Agony.  He is looking at Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane 

and he reckons that at the time of Jesus the word has two meanings, he says: Beyond its 

more obvious meaning, (pain and suffering) it also referred to a particular readying that an 

athlete would do just before entering the arena or stadium. An athlete would ready himself 

for the contest by working up a certain sweat (agony) with the idea that this exercise and the 

lather it produced would concentrate and ready both his energies and his muscles for the 

rigors ahead…We see something similar in Oscar Romero of El Salvador, martyred in 1980. 

When Romero was named an archbishop, he was a good, sincere man, but someone who 

lived in timidity and fear. However, as he met with the poor and let them baptise him with 

the truth, he began to experience a certain agonia, namely, it became clearer and clearer to 

him that he was on a collision course which would eventually force him to choose between 

backing away from the truth so as to save his own life or speaking the truth and being killed 

for it.5 

Throughout the following three years, Oscar Romero allowed himself to change. He did 

indeed become much more courageous. As his friend and supporter, Julian Filochowski, co-

founder of the Romero Trust said recently to a joint CAFOD/Christian Aid gathering:  

Reform in El Salvador was blocked by massive electoral fraud and the repression of social 

movements though torture, killings and disappearances. Romero spoke out in his weekly 

homilies, named what was happening and who was doing it. He told the unvarnished truth in 

a land of cover-up and lies. He listened to the poor, he looked at the world from their 

perspective on the underside of history. His intense prayer life and his spirituality were 

located there amongst the poor; he inhabited the Word of God and simultaneously he 

inhabited the world of the poor.  His preaching and pastoral action were the beautiful 

synthesis that emerged.  There was no spin; no fudge; no mudge; he talked the talk and he 

walked the walk. 6 

I am fascinated by his gradual and accelerated immersion into the lives of the oppressed 

people in his world. For Oscar Romero, and some other thinkers in the country at that time, 

the suffering, persecuted people were the Crucified Christ. He believed that the closer he 

came to the helplessness of the people, the closer he was to Jesus, the closer he was to 

                                                           
5 The Passion and the Cross Ronald Rolheiser, Hodder and Stoughton 2015 p 12-13 
6 Faith that does Justice Julian Filochowski, Christian Aid-CAFOD 18 January 2017 p 2. 
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God. He is not just a teacher and a martyr to justice for the poor.  He is someone who has 

something vital to say to us in our time. His life is an invitation for every one of us to 

become more committed to Jesus Christ and so come together in our search for unity. This 

may be why his statue appeared in Westminster Abbey some years ago – he is seen as a 

champion of the poor, a Christ figure who speaks to everyone in the Christian family. He 

might well say to us today that we are to learn to become united in our search for unity 

within the Christian family by being taken over by the agenda of the poor, however we 

describe them – prisoners, drug addicts, people seeking asylum, refugees, the people of 

South Sudan and East Africa, the housebound, wherever. The more we allow the agenda of 

the poor to take us over, the more we become the Body of Christ in our world today.  We 

gather today to share the Word and the Eucharist – which will indeed help us to become the 

Body of Christ, we don’t so much come to Church as become the Church. When we come to 

mass, we do not so much ‘receive the Body of Christ’ we become the body of Christ. 

Three years ago I was fortunate enough to join a group of people on a Pilgrimage to El 

Salvador.  Bishop John Rawsthorne, who was meant to be with you today, was one of the 

pilgrims.  It was a fascinating experience, visiting places associated with Oscar Romero, 

meeting those who knew him, becoming acquainted with the country and the people he 

loved. One visit was to the parish of St Anthony the Abbot, in El Despertar. Anita, the sister 

of Fr Octavio, told us how her brother was shot by a death squad early on the morning of 

Monday 20 January 1979. The full story is told by Carmen Elena Hernandez in a brilliant 

book Oscar Romero – Memories in Mosaic7  

Romero arrived at the parish as soon as he heard the news of the murder of Fr Octavio and 

four young lads on a youth camp.: 

The guardsmen just looked at him from the door, curious to see the archbishop going into 

such a place of ghosts… 

The floor was one great puddle of blood.  The five of them were there, thrown on the floor. 

Streams of blood were still coming out of them. Around them were some of the people in the 

community that had arrived before us. 

‘Where is Octavio?’  

‘Here, Monsignor. This is him.’ They pointed to him. 

You couldn’t tell it was him. His body was completely flattened, his face destroyed to the 

point that it looked like he didn’t even have one.  I had seen Father Octavio in my house 

eating with my father so many times…I couldn’t even recognise him...Tears streamed from 

Monsignor’s face as he held him close with all of his affection. 

                                                           
7 Memories in Mosaic, ed Maria Lopez Vigil CAFOD/DLT 2000 p 283-5 
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‘I cannot believe they could be so savage….Octavio, my son, you have completed your 

mission. You were faithful…’.  

As Anita described what had happened she said that her brother’s face was unrecognisable 

because he had been run over by an armoured car after he had been shot. The four of thirty 

young lads who were shot had been trying to climb a wall to run away. Oscar Romero asked 

for a camera to take pictures of everyone there – which was a very wise move given that a 

short time later, the 5 bodies were photographed by the military and published.  In their 

pictures there was ‘leftist’ literature and guns in their hands. The press were told that the 

army had killed the ‘guerrillas’ to protect the people. 

Romero denounced this as untrue and received death threats for his pains. 

The symbolism of destroying the face of Octavio was not lost on Oscar Romero – the 

oppressed are simply not recognised, they cannot speak, their voice is not heard, they are 

obliterated. How could Oscar Romero continue to be involved with the poor, even become 

more conscious of their plight and their helplessness? 

It can only be because he was so immersed in discovering Christ, that he became more 

immersed in the crucified body of Christ which is the oppressed people.  I was offered some 

insight in to the mind and total commitment of Oscar Romero by a priest who only died last 

year and who had been his Vicar General during Oscar Romero’s time as Archbishop.  He 

was one of the priests who had not really trusted Romero, in fact he had declined to go to 

his Ordination as a Bishop. 

I met him thirty years ago, in 1987 on a visit to El Salvador, Nicaragua and Cuba on behalf of 

CAFOD, when he was deeply involved with helping refugees return from neighbouring 

countries.  I met him again three years ago, not long before he died when he said this: 

There are three characteristics of Christ in the Gospels: 

• He had a permanent relationship with the Father  

• He imagined a very different world where all relationships would be right 

• He spend a great deal of time with the poor 

I believe that Oscar Romero was the same.  He prayed a great deal, he imagined a world 

where all would be treated with respect and he spent a great deal of time with poor people 

and learned a great deal from them. 

 

Mgr Urioste then added: The poor are the ‘soul’ of the country … they have to show us how 

we live to ensure that all live in peace and harmony. 

 

This must be it, really. Romero gradually fully identifies with the oppressed people and in 

doing so, fully identifies with Christ.  Over the last three years of his life, Oscar Romero 

seems to go deeper and deeper in to the choice he made to be baptised by the poor. 
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He goes deeper and deeper into their hearts, into their lives. He puts himself on the edge of 

the road, where the poor live and die. One gets a sense that once Romero has gone through 

that door and crossed that threshold, there is no more looking back, no more wondering 

whether he made the right decisions anymore, he is just being with his people. It is as though 

the people are giving Romero the Word of God. He is no longer a great preacher who 

announces this good news to the poor; he becomes a beggar, he becomes a man who listens 

to the people’s voice, listens to their stories…It’s almost as if he had to forget everything that 

he learnt, and to the people and say: Touch me, Give me the Word of God.8 

 

These are the words of Fr Brian Pierce, a Dominican priest. In a presentation in 2015, Brian 

quoted Oscar Romero saying:  

 

If they close down our newspaper, 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 be a messenger, a prophet. My voice will disappear, but 

the word which is Christ, will remain in the hearts of those who have wanted to receive it.9 

 

Oscar Romero was a courageous preacher.  He would talk for up to an hour each Sunday, 

and his homilies were broadcast throughout the country.  It is interesting to note that Julian 

spoke recently to a join Christian Aid/CAFOD gathering.  In the late 1970s, the diocesan 

radio station was twice attacked and partially destroyed, and twice repaired with the help of 

donations from CAFOD and Christian Aid.  

He would take time to prepare his homilies.  He never had a full text, but spent hours in 

prayer during the week wondering what he would say.  He always concentrated on the 

Word of God, always reflected on the events of the week and always exhorted the people to 

see the Spirit of God moving in the good things around them.  He never failed to lay the 

blame for what was going wrong at the door of those responsible. 

One of the people he often consulted in preparing his homilies was Maria Julia Hernandez.  

She was one of the diocesan lawyers, and again, someone with immense courage.  I asked 

her in 1987 what her favourite line or story was from the Gospels.  In a moment she 

answered: Joseph of Arimathea went to Pilate to ask for the body of Jesus to bury it. (Luke 

23:52). When I asked her why, she simply said: Because that is what I do every week. I go to 

the Chief of Police and ask for the bodies of those who have been ‘disappeared’ so that I can 

give them back to their families to bury them’. This indomitable woman would give Romero 

                                                           
8 He Heard Their Voice: Archbishop Romero – Mystic and Prophet. Romeronews Issue 16, July 2015 Brian Pierce 
OP p 12-13 
9 Op cit p 13. 
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the names of those who had been disappeared and he would mention them in his homily.  

Letting the wrong doers know they were doing wrong. 

People become saints, saints are not perfect people.  Oscar Romero was very aware of his 

own frailty.  I mentioned earlier that he had occasionally sought help from a therapist, both 

at the time when he was a priest and later as the auxiliary bishop.  As Archbishop he once 

took a very discreet trip to Mexico to ‘have a check-up’.  He went to see a psychiatrist ‘for 

an evaluation’. He pretended to be a powerful business man whose children were grown up 

and left home but who kept in touch with all their children. He explained that he was under 

enormous stress and was afraid of being under the undue influence of other people, being 

dragged along by other people’s desires and he wanted to know if he was able to act freely 

and make good judgements. 

The psychiatrist concluded that he had wasted his time coming, that there was nothing 

wrong with him and that he was just extremely tired.  All he needed was a few days off in 

Acapulco. Romero then admitted who he truly was, the Archbishop of San Salvador.  The 

pair of them then had a row about whether he should pay the bill.  The doctor refused any 

money because he admired the witness of the Archbishop who insisted that he must pay.  

The Archbishop did pay – but then received a bigger check from the psychiatrist as a 

donation to the Diocese.10 

The death threats kept on coming, and he probably signed his own death warrant during his 

homily on the day before he was murdered. His final Sunday homily, broadcast as usual 

throughout the country, was a powerful statement in support of the human dignity of the 

human person. Even in the midst of the life-and-death struggle of his people for freedom 

and liberation, even in the midst of terrible violence and repression of the military and the 

death squads, he never lost sight of the dignity of every person.  He insisted, however, that 

God desires not just to save persons, but entire peoples. He saw that God’s plan of salvation 

is to make the history of every people a history of salvation. He said that the people of El 

Salvador were living their own Exodus…on a journey to our liberation through the desert, 

where cadavers and anguished pain are devastating us, and where many suffer the 

temptation of those who were walking with Moses and wanted to turn back…’   

The key words came late in the homily when he addressed those who served in the army, 

when he said: 

I would like to appeal in a special way to the men of the Army, and in particular to the troops 

of the National Guard, the police, and the garrisons. Brothers, you belong to our own people. 

You kill your own brother peasants; and in the face of an order to kill that is given by a man, 

the law of God should prevail that says: ‘Do not kill’. No soldier is obliged to obey an order 

counter to the law of God. No one has to comply to an immoral law. It is time now that you 

recover your conscience and obey its dictates rather than the command of sin…therefore in 
                                                           
10 Maria Lopez Vigil p 322-324 
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the name of God, and in the name of this long-suffering people, whose laments rise to 

heaven every day more tumultuous. I beseech you, I beg you, I command you in the name of 

God: ‘Stop the killing’.11 

The military high command regarded such an appeal as a gravely subversive act. If he had 

been subject to military regulations, he could have been found guilty of inciting 

subordination and punished by execution by firing squad. In effect, that is what actually 

happened. It is more than likely that his assassination had been planned for some time, but 

this appeal probably brought it forward.  

The local newspaper on the morning of 24 March advertised the fact that the Archbishop 

would celebrate Mass at 6.00 pm for Sara de Pinto, the mother of a friend of his, Jorge Pinto 

the editor of the weekly newspaper El Independiente. Earlier that day he went to the ocean 

with some Opus Dei priest friends of his.  The house they went to was closed, so he climbed 

the wall to open the door to let the others in. They studied a document which had only been 

published on 6 March ‘A Circular letter from the Vatican on Formation in Seminaries’. He 

had an ear infection so didn’t go swimming but he did call on his doctor later that afternoon 

to have it checked out.  He then went to see his confessor to celebrate the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation (or Confession as he would have called it) and returned to the small hospital 

chapel where he began to celebrate mass a few minutes late. 

He offered a few words after the Gospel, saying that Dona Sarita, like all those who lived in 

Christian hope would find ‘purified’, ‘illuminated’ and ‘transfigured’ anything good they had 

done during their lives on earth. He ended with the words:  

Let us unite together intimately then in faith and hope during this moment of prayer for 

Dona Sarita and for ourselves.12  

As he moved to pick up the bread and wine for the Offertory, a gunman entered the church 

and shot him. The bullet fragmented in his chest, and it has subsequently become clear that 

at the moment of death he was terrified. We know this because of the very significant 

deposits of salt found in the folds of his trousers, a very natural secretion from the body at a 

moment of great fear.  

He had prayed during his life that if he was murdered, he would not suffer and no one else 

would be killed with him. The bullet did not strike vital organs, but it had fragmented, and 

shortly after he arrived in hospital he died as a result of internal bleeding.  And so a saint 

died. He died because he loved his faith and people hated him for loving his faith. At his 

moment of death he moved from seeing Christ in the lives of suffering people and in the 

celebration of the Eucharist to being in the presence of Christ for all eternity. He is 

unquestionably a saint for our time.  

                                                           
11 Scott Wright p 130 
12 Oscar Romero, Roberto Morozzo Della Rocca, DLT 2015  p 216 
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But what about our time? 

I sometimes wonder if the ‘Reign’ of God, the presence of the Holy Spirit in our world, the 

emergence of God’s kingdom is like a slow release supplement in the body.  It gradually 

releases energy and awareness, grace and beauty, passion and a fuller life for everyone.  

Slowly, relationships are made right, respect deepens, peace emerges. 

But occasionally, it is as though there is a momentary acceleration, a boost of vitamin or 

antibiotic or painkiller.  Occasionally something or someone happens which injects a clearer 

appreciation of what matters.  I wonder if these sudden boosts in the community we call 

Church and in our world aren’t called ‘saints’.  The life, death and continuing story of Oscar 

Romero does enable so much to happen. We’re invited to wonder about our own 

conversion, about the power of the Word of God, of the need to pray and ponder and 

wonder. We’re called to think about risk, about the need to simply take on board the plight 

of the poorest people we know if we are to become close to the Saviour of the World.  

We cannot commemorate the life of Oscar Romero, and presumably in the near future, his 

canonisation, without looking dispassionately in the mirror and wondering – what is it that 

truly motivates me? Do I, as Mgr Urioste might ask, spend time with the Father, have a 

vision of a world in which all relationships are right and spend a lot of time with the poor.  If 

not, and I don’t, then there’s little point in either speaking or listening to words such as 

these.  But then again, Oscar Romero did change – and so can we. 

 

I hope I’m permitted a brief PS – it doesn’t really fit in very easily anywhere, but I do 

wonder.  During his time as Archbishop, Oscar Romero was very conscious of his role, 

position and power.  He was not afraid to exercise his power – defying the military by calling 

for and leading a Blessed Sacrament Procession in a town where the military had desecrated 

the Church – but he never ever exercised privilege.  The image I have of him kneeling over 

the bleeding bodies of Rutilio, Manuel and Nelson seems to me to sum up his total 

immersion in the lives of poor people those with no privilege.  I wonder if we, as priests, and 

we as a Church don’t have something fundamental to learn from this image.  We priests are 

offered, given, have privilege thrust upon us – I wonder how much we reflect on it and try to 

subvert it?  

The last words of Oscar Romero were recorded by one of the sisters from the hospital.  I 

have a copy of it on my phone and I listen to it when I’m on Retreat – we can listen to it 

today after this if you want to.  I try to be silent for a while after it.  It simply evokes in me 

the need to lessen the distance between me and others and to commit to what matters – 

ensuring that life is lived and it is lived to the full. 

Jim O’Keefe 


