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• FOREWORD • 
 
This was my fourth visit to El Salvador, my second as a member of a      
pilgrimage group in the footsteps of Blessed Óscar Romero. It was a   
wonderful experience. 
 
These memories, meditations even, of Steve help me continue the        
pilgrimage into the present, into my own life and ministry. 
 
His background in Justice and Peace in a diocese where the memory of 
Óscar Romero has been revered since his death, and where there is now 
a fine bust of him in the Metropolitan Cathedral, forces Steve to ask how 
is the life and death of this bishop from Central America speaking to us 
today in our country, speaking to all of us, but perhaps especially to    
bishops. 
 
The Archbishop lived with his people and suffered with his people, in a 
country where there was dreadful inequality, great poverty and very 
great wealth. And the status quo was held with armed repression. 
 
Óscar Romero preached the Gospel of his Lord, the Gospel of the love of 
God for all His children, but especially the poorest and most vulnerable. 
He listened to the experience of his poor people and challenged the rich 
and powerful; he condemned repression and violence. And finally he paid 
the price. 
 
Now the world reveres his memory. But Steve asks us whether those 
memories move us to see our world in all its inequality and injustice 
through Óscar Romero’s eyes and to act as he would have done. 
 
This little book moves us in that direction. 

 
 
 

+John Rawsthorne 
Emeritus Bishop of Hallam 
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SUNDAY 12th NOVEMBER 
• PREPARATORY • 

 
Anne and I leave Wigan after 11 o’clock Mass and drive to 
Laura and Laurence’s flat in Tottenham. After the evening meal 
that they have prepared for us, we take a taxi to Wood Green 
and then the Tube through to Heathrow where we’re booked 
into a hotel ready for a 6 o’clock start in the morning so that we 
can be at the airport in good time to check in for a 10 o’clock 
flight. We have trouble with the room key and are given      
complementary drinks. Is this a pilgrimage? 
 

MONDAY 13th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 1 • 

 
Our long journey began in darkness and included watching 
dawn arrive at a chilly bus stop in Heathrow. By the time we 
reach Houston we have identified several fellow pilgrims and 
begun the conversations that were one of the features of our 
time together as a group. The 21-hour journey gave plenty of 
time for reading and reflection. In San Salvador, the air is warm 
and humid and it’s a great relief to be met by Julian               
Filochowski, Clare Dixon and a coach. The airport’s name is 
written in illuminated blue letters: Aeropuerto Monseñor Óscar 
Arnulfo Romero y Galdámez. Suddenly, there’s an almighty 
noise as a squawk of parrots crash past into the trees at the 
roadside. We have arrived. It’s a half hour ride to our              
accommodation at the Centro Loyola in San Salvador where the 
drive is so steep that the coach has to stay at the bottom while 
the weary group – definitely pilgrims – trudge up the slope    
towards the buildings. After the slope, it’s a further 59 steps 



to Level B then along an open corridor to our spartan room.    
At least we’re not on Level C! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TUESDAY 14th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 2 • 

 
Today begins in the Centro Loyola chapel with introductions 
from each of the thirty group members, including several       
retired teachers, a serving teacher, two CAFOD workers, a  
scripture teacher, three priests, a bishop, two religious sisters, a 
Quaker ex-prison welfare officer, a deacon, a solicitor, a lawyer, 
a recently retired OXFAM fund raiser, a few carers, and several 
others. We are mainly English with two New Zealanders, a   
Kenyan, a Congolese, and three Irish. The age range is limited; 
we are mainly grey haired. These are our companions, our     
fellow pilgrims with whom we will share the journey. 
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The centre’s gardens are a riot of colour, full of the sort of 
plants that we struggle to keep healthy in our house. They are 
even bursting through gaps in the tiles… exotic plants as weeds! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our first visit was to El Hospitalito, the Divine Providence     
Cancer Hospital, where Blessed Óscar Romero lived and to the 
chapel where he was assassinated while celebrating Mass on 
24th March 1980. I found it strange to walk into places that I 
know well from photographs but had never expected to see. 
The chapel and his residence are familiar from pictures and I 
even recognised his car, still parked at the side of the house. 



The two additions since Romero’s time are a set of gates at the 
entrance (they wouldn’t have saved his life, just changed the 
place of his death) and a large mural by Fernando Llort facing 
the residence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We were invited to visit the hospital to see the work that the 
sisters do. It seems to be a hospice for final care as much as it is 
a hospital for curing illness. I felt uncomfortable surrounded by 
so much pain, as though I was a voyeur on other people’s 
suffering, although the patients seemed to be comforted by the 
presence of visitors. I was reminded of the hospice in         
Bangladesh where the slogan on the office wall said: “Judge  
today not by the harvest but by what you have sown”. I was 
struck by the universality of the goodness of the church but 
that led me to wonder about my own response to the 
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challenge of recognising how each of us is called to play a    
similar role, not in a cancer hospital but in our own life           
circumstances. 
 
Mass in the chapel was very moving, with Fr Eamonn’s emotion 
catching for many of us. Julian gave a typically impassioned 
tribute to Romero at the end of Mass, recounting that Romero 
had been unusually sombre the evening before; as if he knew 
the end was imminent because he chose as the Gospel for his 
last Mass John 12:24 “Unless a grain of wheat shall die…”, and 
that as he turned away from the altar to continue with the 
offertory he would have seen his assassin enter the chapel. 
That he saw his assassin would explain the cold sweat that was 
found on his garments after his death. 



I was delighted to see the twin of our Metropolitan Cathedral 
statue at the side of the altar alongside the reliquary that    
contains the residue of bone that was removed at Romero’s  
autopsy. 
 
At the bottom of the short drive is 
the little house where Romero lived 
in a very simple style. I was intrigued 
by the avocado tree growing at the 
side of the house because I’ve read 
somewhere that he had thought it 
was gunshot when an avocado fell 
on the roof of his house. Seeing the 
tree and the avocados on it made 
…... the story seem probable rather than whimsical. The sisters 
offered us lunch but the bad news for me was that stomach  
upset meant all I could manage to eat all day was four white 
bread rolls. 

9 



10 

WEDNESDAY 15th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 3 • 

 
Today was devoted to Romero who, in El Salvador, is universally 
known as Monseñor. We began with a visit to the Wall of       
Remembrance where the names of the dead and the             
disappeared are engraved in a large dark marble wall.     
Monseñor appears fairly near the beginning of the 70,000 
names because the civil war erupted into ferocious violence 
after his death. There are thousands whose names are not 
known and therefore not recorded. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We were met by José Lazo Romero a young lawyer, known as 
Chepito, who is tracing the abducted children who were 
offered for adoption to families outside of El Salvador so that 



they can be reunited to their birth families. These are often the 
children of adults who were murdered or otherwise 
“disappeared” by the military. One of his stories was of            
introducing two Salvadorian children as part of a linking up of 
US families who had adopted children. The children had         
become friendly and later discovered that they were brothers. 
Chepito is an inspirational speaker and he and his music group 
led us in song and coaxed us into shouting slogans. Chepito’s 
group gave us each a flower and some sticky tape, inviting us to 
place the flower next to a name. I put mine next to the           
inscription for the unknown disappeared persons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the Wall of Remembrance, we went to the cathedral and 
down into the crypt where Monseñor is buried alongside      
memorials to his predecessors as Archbishop of San Salvador. 
Kneeling at his tomb, I was overwhelmed by the emotion that 
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had only vaguely stirred at the Hospitalito the day before. How 
could it be otherwise at the tomb of a man who had devoted 
his life to the search for justice as it is presented in the gospels 
and the scriptures? Monseñor is a model of how to use the 
scriptures and church tradition as our filter for deciding what is 
just/unjust, what is loving/unloving, and what is reconciliatory/
antagonistic. The current Archbishop, José Luis Escobar Alas, 
removed the Fernando Llort mosaic from the front of the      
cathedral, presumably worried that a cult of Óscar Romero was 
developing. Romero is not a threat to Christ! Romero is an     
image of Christ who inspires us to try to behave likewise. His 
episcopal motto was “Sentir con la Iglesia”: “Think with the 
mind of the Church” [have the same sentiments as the 
Church’s teaching authority]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the cathedral, we walked to El Rosario an example of 
‘Brutalist’ architecture but filled with spiritual energy, especially 
because of the windows, the stations, and the tabernacle 
which are made out of the left-over building materials from the 
construction of the church. At first sight, the glass on             
tabernacle appears to have been broken but as I looked at it I 



realised that it’s broken from the inside by the living presence 
of Christ bursting out and erupting into the world. El Rosario is 
magnificent. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The afternoon visit to the National Museum gave us the chance 
to get an overview of El Salvador’s history, from Mayan times to 
the present. Evening Mass in the chapel at the Centro Romero 
was accompanied by the incessant squawking of roosting     
parrots. Apparently, their natural habitat has been deforested 
and the Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas 
(UCA) now provides the biggest number of trees for shelter. 
 
Chepito had given us a poem for reflection: 
 

One day peace will come… 
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The days will come when the tanks are forbidden to shoot. 
The tanks will not want to move around destroying things. 
The planes will say, ‘We don’t want to carry bombs anymore. 
We’re tired of killing boys and girls, women and men,         
animals and plants.’ 
And suddenly, the noise of bullets and bombs will stop, 
we’ll hear bird song and children’s happy voices 
and the water will sing again in its river bed. 
The battlefields will become children’s playgrounds 
with tanks that are now slides painted in thousands of       
colours. 
Swings will hang from the big guns, 
the barracks will be turned into schools 
and machine guns will give way to books and libraries. 
Grenades will blossom, producing multicoloured corncobs. 
Roses will grow from the barrels of discarded rifles, 
dumped helmets will become birds’ favourite nesting places. 
Then from death’s darkness, hope and life will be reborn 
and these words will be deleted from books: 
WAR, ENEMY, HATE, MISERY, PAIN, INJUSTICE; 
and the schools will teach us to replace them with: 
PEACE, FRIENDSHIP, LOVE, JUSTICE, JOY and HOPE. 



THURSDAY 16th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 4 • 

 
Before breakfast at 7.30, I sat outside the chapel in the soft 
light of morning and enjoyed the view over San Salvador. After 
breakfast, we walked the short distance to the UCA for an      
extended visit to the Centro Monseñor Romero where we 
heard in great detail about the murder of six Jesuits, their 
housekeeper and her daughter that took place in November 
1989. I’d never really connected with them before and only 
knew a very shadowy account of their part in what I had always 
considered to be the story of Romero. Here we were on the 
28th anniversary of their murders and my understanding was 
only just broadening from Romero to the story of the church in 
El Salvador. We stood at the side of the rose garden that marks 
the site where the priests were shot down, while it was          
explained to us by two young UCA students that the              
government/military killed the priests in an effort to stamp out 
the intellectual resistance/opposition to tyranny. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The priests’ brains were blown out. The two women were   
murdered because they were potential witnesses. The          
government explained away the assassinations as deaths 
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caused by the crossfire of two rival guerrilla factions fighting 
over a stash of weapons that the Jesuits had hidden, which is 
an explanation that doesn’t stand up to the facts. (On 28th    
November this year [2017] the USA extradited the man who 
was held responsible for the attack to stand trial in Spain, 28 
years after the event!) The theologian Jon Sobrino, who is still 
on the staff at UCA, was one of the community and would have 
been present that day had he not been in Thailand at the       
invitation of the Columban Fr Eamonn O’Brien who is with us 
today. 
 
The centre has a modern gallery  
displaying artefacts of some of 
the worst atrocities from that  
period of El Salvador’s history: 
Romero, the Jesuits, the four US 
women who were the next      
religious to be murdered, and 
information about the massacres 
at El Mozote and el río Sumpul: 
the bullet riddled clothes of the 
Jesuits, Romero’s red-trimmed 
cassock, Rutilio Grande’s shirt, 
and maps of where the bodies 
had been found. Perhaps most incredible was a picture of 
Romero that had been framed in London and brought over for 
the Jesuits and which had somehow survived being attacked 
with a flame thrower… the glass had melted and then cooled at 
the edges of the frame and over the yellowed picture itself. 
Such suffering painstakingly recorded. 



The afternoon was another mind-stretching experience. We  
visited the church of St Anthony the Abbot in El Despertar 
(which means The Awakening) and another little-known part of 
the story came to life. This is the site of the murder of Fr        
Octavio Ortiz, the first priest to be killed, along with four young 
catechists. This group had previously been very shadowy       
figures to me as part of the build up to Romero’s confrontation 
with the government. Their story was told by the priest’s sister, 
A 
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Anita, who brought it sharply into 
focus with detail about her poor 
family’s desire for education that 
had ended with the death of all 
her five brothers. This visit made 
them all real. Anita was supported 
by women from the parish who 
carried on with the story when 
their parish priest attempted to 
stop them in full flow. They were 
glad to have an audience and 
their story took precedence over 
refreshments. The refreshments 
were, of course, very sweet and 
made of maize. Throughout these 
visits, stories and evening talks, 
Clare translated into English and 
relayed our questions in Spanish. She made it seem effortless, 
but it must have put a great strain on her powers of              
concentration. 
 
We ended the evening in the hall at UCA for a memorial Mass 
celebrated by the cardinal (Auxiliary Bishop Gregorio Rosa   
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Chávez) on the 28th anniversary of the 
Jesuit martyrs. Eamonn met with Jon 
Sobrino. This was preceded by two 
presentations, one from a professor 
and the other from a delegate from 
the UN. Unfortunately for me it was all 
in Spanish. From what I could work out 
from the PowerPoint, the theme was 
that there can be no reconciliation 
without reparation and the context 
seemed to be the gang culture that has 
developed in El Salvador since the 
peace accord. This turned out to be the set of questions that I 
am left with at the end of the visit. 



FRIDAY 17th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 5 • 

 
Today the Maryknoll and Ursuline sisters came out of the   
shadows. Again, I’d heard of them but hadn’t connected with 
their story. The two Maryknoll sisters had been home to the 
USA where they had spoken critically of the situation in El     
Salvador during a TV interview. On their return on 2nd             
December 1980, once they were in the car with the Ursuline 
sister and her lay colleague who had gone to meet them at the 
airport, they were forcibly escorted by military vehicles front 
and rear, taken to an isolated site in the countryside and     
murdered. (This is the basis of the murder and rape scene in 
the Oliver Stone film Salvador.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is now a memorial and a little chapel on the site where 
the bodies were dumped. The chapel was locked up when we 
arrived but Julian’s insistent phone calls soon produced a key 
holder, followed by Fr Tom, an elderly Franciscan who had 
found retirement back home in Ireland to be too dull and had 
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returned to carry on working in El Salvador. The impact of the 
site, the stories and the Mass made a big impression on me, 
making me ask myself questions about the depth of my      
commitment. 
 
Our afternoon visit was to San 
Juan Nonualco, where Fr Cosme 
Spessotto, an Italian Franciscan, 
had been murdered by the      
military after he had gone to 
their barracks and angrily        
protested about their treatment 
of the villagers. This little town 
was heavy with police, whose 
numbers seemed to increase 
the longer we were there. 
When we were eating lunch, a 
policeman walked passed the 
window every few minutes. 



After dinner back at the Centro 
Loyola we listened to a talk by Fr 
Rafael Umitia, the vice chancellor 
of the diocese and the postulator 
for the causes of both Óscar 
Romero and Rutilio Grande. We 
were excited to be told of the 
Vatican approval of the miracle 
needed for Romero’s canonisation 
to proceed. Only it’s not called a 
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miracle but an “extraordinary external event”. Fr Rafael spoke 
of the many years since Monseñor’s cause began when he was 
given no information locally, only learning about the progress 
of the cause by bulletins from London. He hopes that the     
canonisation will take place in Rome to emphasise Romero’s 
significance for the global church not just for El Salvador. His 
answer to the question about Romero’s significance for the   
laity was: “Have one united people based on justice, solidarity 
and fraternity.” 
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SATURDAY 18th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 6 • 

 
The plot thickens. Today we travelled to the part of the country 
associated with Rutilio Grande SJ; El Paisnal where he was  
murdered with two companions, Nelson, a young man, and 
Manuel, an older man; and then into Aguilares, his birthplace 
and where he was parish priest and area dean. Rutilio Grande 
was an important influence in Romero’s life. His murder was 
the trigger that set in motion Romero’s collision with the        
authorities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We stopped for morning prayer at the roadside shrine that 
marks the spot of the shooting before continuing into the 
church where he and his companions are buried. This is the 
church that was desecrated by the soldiers and used as a     
barracks for several months and where Romero was eventually, 
after several failed attempts, able to gain access at Corpus 
Christi to pick up the hosts from the floor and outface the     
military presence that was blocking his way across the street. 
(This scene is graphically and accurately portrayed in the     
Pauline Books & Media film Romero.) 



Eva, who knew Grande, had come with 
us on the coach. She gave the first of  
her eye-witness accounts at the shrine. 
Then in the church, standing at the front 
of the altar next to where he and his 
companions are buried, she told us that 
on the  evening of the murder she had 
come in from a neighbouring village   
because she had heard a rumour that Fr 
Grande had been kidnapped. She wept 
lu 
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as she told the story of seeing his body lying on a table. Eva had 
been a religious sister but when her congregation told her she 
must leave El Salvador, she left the congregation rather than 
leave the people. 
 
One of our group had stayed on the coach because of concern 
over the uneven ground. To our surprise she and the coach had 
got lost while we were in Aguilares. We waited on a petrol    
station forecourt while the police searched for them, an         
unplanned stop at the side of the main road that gave us a 
chance to feel the tropical heat and see busy, noisy, petrol-
fumey San Salvador in a more immediate way than through the 
window of a coach. 
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On the way back to Centro Loyola we called in for a high-end 
shopping opportunity at El Arbol de Dios, Fernando Llort’s 
workshop and gallery. Fernando Llort is the originator of the 
style everybody knows as Salvadorian art as in Romero crosses, 
cribs, etc. The work was beautiful but not cheap. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After Mass in the chapel with its wonderful view over San     
Salvador and then a supper of pupusas, I enjoyed one of the 
luxuries of the pilgrimage: the chance to hear our experts   
sharing stories from their vast knowledge of Romero-lore. On 
this occasion, Julian spoke of the beginnings of Romero’s      
radicalisation. Romero had been preoccupied with personal  
holiness from boyhood and throughout his priestly formation. 
He was a perfectionist in all he did. He was a man given to  
scruples. He had OCD tendencies. When as the newly           
consecrated Bishop of San Miguel, he saw crowds of               



campesinos in the town square at night he asked why they 
were there and was told that they came down to the city early 
so that they would be able to get work in the coffee plantations 
as soon as the gangs were hired in the morning. His immediate 
reaction was to instruct that they be sheltered from the cold in 
the parish rooms and be given food and hot drinks. He asked 
the local Passionists who worked with the campesinos         
community to tell him about the situation and refused to       
believe what they told him about levels of pay. He knew that 
the respectable rich people who owned the plantations would 
be good employers. After all, they always contributed           
generously when he asked for donations to feed the poor. The 
Passionists told him the going rate was 1.5 colón even though 
the official minimum wage was 2 colones. When he insisted 
that they must be mistaken, they offered to take him with them 
to the queue for work. There, written on a board for all to see 
he read “Today’s rate: 1.5”. He was astonished and asked why 
they accepted the work at such a low rate rather than going 
down the road to the next plantation where others of his 
friends lived. “Ask them,” he was told. The campesinos’ answer 
was: “This is OK. They only pay 1 colón down there.” 
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SUNDAY 19th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 7 • 

 
Mass in the crypt of the cathedral today was long, loud and 
lively, though I noticed that few of the congregation joined in 
with much of the singing, provided by the band we’d heard at 
the Wall of Remembrance. I particularly enjoyed the offertory 
procession because it contained symbols of what was being 
prayed for, which I thought was great idea and it’s one I’ll copy 
when I can. We were well represented at Mass. Three of the 
priests in our group were on the altar, Sr Anne and Julian did 
the readings and Fr Gerard from New Zealand proclaimed the 
Gospel. I found Mass an intense experience and the long      
sermon in Spanish gave me plenty of time to pray for all those 
I’d promised to remember at Romero’s shrine. Today’s Gospel 
ended with “And will there be any faith left on earth” so it was 
chiming with my preoccupation. We were given a round of    
applause at the end Mass, just for being there from England.     
I didn’t read too much into it because the homily received an  
applause as well. 



In the afternoon we went by coach to Suchitoto which is tourist 
central in El Salvador with its colonial architecture, narrow   
cobbled streets and tourist shops. Our coach couldn’t negotiate 
its way passed parked cars so we used local transport – almost 
sitting on the driver’s knee – to go down to the lake for our 
boat trip. We ate a very European meal in Suchitoto before   
returning to Centro Loyola where the conversation turned to 
poverty and benefits in the UK. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflection:   
Romero is like the flame on top of a volcano. He’s the first thing 
that attracts my attention but then I notice Rutilio Grande and 
think “Ah! He’s the trigger for Romero.” Then I notice several 
other figures coming out of the shadows: there’s the Jesuit 
martyrs and there are the two women. Wait a moment! What’s 
that? It’s the Ursuline and Maryknoll sisters. And then I begin 
to become aware of the vast numbers of people who were 
slaughtered for their faith, all those people who were shot for 
carrying a Bible. The unnamed, the unknown, the forgotten. 
These are the ones Romero calls us to notice, the ones for 
whom he was “the voice of the voiceless” and “the name of the 
unnamed”. 
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But why does it matter to me? What if I ask the “so what?” 
question. All this happened in El Salvador, a tiny little country, 
thousands of miles away from where I live. Well, Romero     
epitomised “See – Judge – Act” and he is a powerful example of 
where traditional, orthodox Catholicism leads once the focus 
shifts from personal sanctity to love of neighbour. Perhaps that 
would be better phrased as “to include love of neighbour”     
because it’s never an either/or, it’s always a both/and. Personal 
holiness is never just a personal thing. 
 
Romero demonstrated the consequences of faith in God. If we 
have faith then our life changes because we no longer depend 
on our own will, our own power, our own strengths. This is 
what I find most difficult. I fear that I have faith in my salary, my 
insurance policies, my pension, my car, etc. Do I have faith in 
God or is God just an optional extra that provides me with a 
warm glow of fuzzy goodness? Now is that a large scruple or is 
it the truth? 



MONDAY 20th NOVEMBER 
• DAY 8 • 

29 

The long coach drive to Ciudad      
Barrios, Romero’s birthplace, gave me 
the chance to finish the Romero book 
I’d started on the plane. Ciudad     
Barrios is lived-in but feels more like 
Suchitoto than San Salvador. It’s on 
the way to becoming Romero-central. 
We were welcomed by a young man 
on stilts and then greeted by the 
mayor once we were in the old 
church, the place where Romero had 
celebrated his first Mass. He presented Julian and Clare with a 
replica of Romero’s birth certificate for the Romero Trust’s     
archive. From there a young guitarist, singing hymns all the 
way, led us on the tour of the Romero sites: his school, the   
carpenter’s shop where he had worked for a year, and the 
house where he was born. This house is now the base for a 
coffee cooperative, but the upstairs room is a chapel in 
Romero’s memory. 
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The next event was to 
present a copy of the 
positio (the big red 
book giving a detailed 
account of Romero’s 
life, character, writings, 
etc that was prepared 
for the beatification) to 
the group that the 
………. Romero Trust support in Ciudad Barrios who are hoping to set 
up a visitor centre for the increasing numbers of pilgrims. We 
were given lunch and then a Romero key ring as a memento. 
 
The coach journey from there up to Perkin Lenca took us 
through mountainous scenery where I was astonished to see 
strips of cultivation running up the slopes at angles of at least 
65o. All the prime agricultural land has been taken by the rich 
families for their agro-industry and I suddenly understood how 
it was that a campesino farmer could say that he’d broken his 
leg by falling off his field. I would have liked to have known 
more about the status of the coffee cooperative we’d visited 
and to have learned about political, economic history and      
activity in the country. That’s for post-pilgrimage study and    
reflection. (At Perkin Lenca we were introduced to Cuba Libres.) 



TUESDAY 21st NOVEMBER 
• DAY 9 • 

 
Today was the day when the unnamed came into the light. We 
visited El Mozote, the site of the worst atrocity in the civil     
war when nearly a thousand people were massacred. The           
government knew guerrillas had training camps in that region 
of the country and the military gathered close by. When the 
word went out that El Mozote was safe, many of the local  
women and children flocked there for safety. It was far from 
safe. The army moved in and the massacre began. 11th           
December 1981 was a day of bestial brutality. 140 children    
under the age of 12 were herded into the small chapel and  
bayoneted to death, some thrown into the air and caught on 
bayonet point. Any soldier who objected was threatened with a 
bullet to his head.  
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The children were finished off by machine gun fire and a       
grenade was thrown in to destroy the building and hide the   
evidence. One survivor had escaped using a commotion caused 
by escaping animals. She crawled across cactus thorns until she 
was safe. Without her testimony the massacre might have gone 
unreported in the world’s press. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When, in 1993, a team of Uruguayan forensic archaeologists 
eventually received permission to excavate the site, the        
government officials accompanying them laughed for two days 
at the pointlessness of their search. Officially there had been 
no massacre. The forensic team had begun at the most     
prominent site in the village, the mound, which turned out to 
be the chapel where the children had died. On the third day, 
human remains began to be uncovered and the laughter 
stopped. Spent bullets were found that could be traced back to 
the unit which was issued with them and back to their place of 
manufacture in the USA. 



For years the village was derelict but it is now gradually being 
rebuilt as part of the reparation process. It has its own Wall of 
Remembrance and a garden on the site of the children’s     
massacre. The village stands near the end of the Peace Road 
that the villagers asked for as reparation to the community    
rather than receive individual grants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We were accompanied by Sr Anne Griffin, a ferocious Chigwell 
sister, who is doing amazing work with Tutela Legal tracing the 
records of people who lost family members during the         
conflicts. She reports that the government departments and 
some parish clergy are not helpful in providing documents that 
would help to clear up confusion in the many cases where  
people are known by a variety of names. There is a Salvadorian 
Government review coming up of the laws governing this issue 
of multiple identities and we offered to provide international 
pressure if that would help.  
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The children’s memorial was clearly visible when we had Mass 
in the church. 
 
The next stop was Perquίn where we visited the museum of the 
Revolution. I felt uneasy here. The walls were covered with   
pictures of violence, and there were collections of guns and a 
mangled helicopter, which is not surprising in a war museum, 
but I got no sense that they recognised that their struggle had 
not achieved what they wanted. The poor are still poor. The 
rich are still rich. El Salvador is still dangerous. I know that 
Romero acknowledged that armed struggle could be legitimate 
but he was not in favour of it. Rather he spoke out tirelessly 
against it. 



WEDNESDAY 22nd NOVEMBER 
• DAY 10 • 

 
Reflection: 
My big question is: “so what?” What implications do Romero 
and his kin have for North West England? He was devout and 
determined in the pursuit of personal holiness. His reading of 
the Gospel and his prayer led him to the option for the poor, to 
Catholic Social Teaching, to the defence of the defenceless.   
His episcopal motto, “Sentir con la Iglesia”, is reminiscent of  
Ignatius’ guidelines for discernment. Sr Anne Griffin is worried 
that the church will sanitise Romero by canonising him. Is this 
something to watch out for and guard against? 
 
In the evening, we had Mass with the cardinal auxiliary bishop 
of San Salvador who began with his homily and a Q&A session 
before the celebration, although he still shared a few thoughts 
after the Gospel. In response to my question about how 
Romero would have responded to today’s current situation 
with the gangs, he offered: education, families and the church. 
But he also said that he’d welcome any suggestions we might 
have. 
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After dinner, we had a talk and Q&A from the truly remarkable 
Sister Martha Zechmeister who I’d met when she visited        
Liverpool last year. She spoke passionately about salvation/
liberation coming from below rather than from an outside 
agency. Her clarity of vision remains remote to me, although I 
feel its power when I hear it. I understand her message to be 
that hope always comes from the power of the cross and of 
suffering rather than from riches and power itself, which        
reminds me of John Sherrington CP’s phrase “the sites of 
suffering”. It was good to hear that the Passionists in El          
Salvador are actively involved in work with the gangs. She      
insisted that one big problem facing liberation theology is of it 
becoming another system, another form of words, rather than 
an engagement with the actual problems of the here and now. 

When asked for a sign of hope to end 
with, she said that the church is one of 
the few social actors that has the   
confidence of the people. Only a saint 
can be “the voice of the voiceless”. 
Our concern should be to give voice to 
the voiceless. Young people live under 
a gang-imposed curfew so they can’t 
leave their own areas or go out at 
night. She said that “police and gangs 
are both victims, unable to treat each 
p other as persons.” In these circumstances simply to stay         
optimistic is “a miracle of life”. 



THURSDAY 23rd NOVEMBER 
• DAY 11 • 

 
Today’s visit to the CAFOD partners at Guaymango was a day of 
hope and optimism. This project, which had featured in the 
Connect2 parish scheme, is sustained by CVX, a Latin American 
version of CLC (Christian Life Communities) that was formerly 
Jesuit led. We were introduced to it by Julia whose husband 
was working away at a prawn farm in Belize to raise some extra 
cash and by Erasmo who was called away when the news came 
that his father-in-law had been in an horrific, fatal accident with 
a tractor. Two harsh realities taken for granted. Julia was       
surprised and delighted that people wanted to visit them. The 
project had several recognisably CAFOD features that were    
familiar to me from Bangladesh: women’s cooperatives, crop 
diversification, protection of ancestral varieties of seed, credit 
unions, income generation projects of chickens for eggs and 
meat, and pigs which were a popular addition that wouldn’t 
have done well in Bangladesh. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There are several women’s cooperatives who manage the  
money via elected committees and provide a “revolving pot” of 
money that is used to help other women get access to land. 
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Poor people are forced to work on the valley sides as most of 
the high quality agricultural land is owned by the rich families. 
P 
Young men have difficulties because of pressures from gangs 
even this far from the big city. We heard of a group of local 
young men who opened a shop, were threatened by gangs,   
refused to pay protection money, and moved their business out 
of the area only to have it destroyed by machine gun fire. This 
reality of civil unrest makes it difficult for whole families to be 
involved. The situation will not change until local politicians   
become actively involved. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Carols Renos, the development worker for CVX, demonstrated 
that it is possible for a man to escape the clutches of the  
gangs. He described his role as helping people to work in      
harmony with themselves, with nature, with families and with            
communities so that they protect both human and plant      
lives by promoting sustainable farming and protecting food           
sovereignty. He was a striking example of what can happen       
if education is made available for young men, as the cardinal 
had suggested. Carlos said that two of his brothers are priests –   
another way out? – and both are Romeristas. 



He spoke of “a new way of being together in solidarity” which 
involves developing active citizens, reforming agricultural   
practices, and developing productive projects. He spoke of 
“more plans, more dreams, more agreements, more            
challenges” as being their daily struggle. Climate change is     
real here. 50 – 60 years ago the seasons were predictable but   
nowadays the rainy season is longer and there’s a “dry          
corridor” across central America. New ideas often emerge 
when CAFOD bring together similar organisations from Latin 
America. Examples of which would be plans for terracing to 
prevent soil erosion that are being discussed with counterparts 
in Columbia, ideas for water catchment and small-scale fish   
farming. As the group develop ways of reforesting and            
improving the quality of the land, the knowledge is broadcast 
on the radio and passed from campesino to campesino as part 
of the leadership training. 
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There is also the power of example and Carlos told us that  
people ask for advice because they see the good results that 
are happening. There are 14,000 people in the municipality and 
CVX is working with 300 families. This work is important         
because the current left-wing government perpetuates agro-
industrial methods of farming and allows too many monetary 
interests into the mix, even allowing Monsanto to influence 
policy. 
 
The cooperative encourages people to grow all the things that 
they eat; maize, beans, vegetables, coffee, citrus fruits and 
palm oil. Julia had a huge smile on her face as she passed round 
for inspection a tub of the rice she had grown, disproving the 
accepted wisdom that big machinery is needed to grow rice 
successfully. Although they can still grow two crops of beans 
each year, climate change and unpredictable rains mean that 
only one crop of maize is possible. Different families tend their 
plots separately and the cooperative comes into action when 
they band together to sell their produce. New crops are         
important and Carlos has encouraged them to trial a new     
vegetable for the huge amount of corm it produces that’s      
edible, tasty, reliable, and pest and disease free. It looked like a 
house plant to me. 



It was interesting that Carlos did most of the talking. The five 
women in the group commented that, as well as a lot of    
women being timid, many of the local men object to their 
wives being involved in things outside the house. Julia, by far 
the most confident of the women, told us that she prays for a 
long life so that she can continue to learn from her children as 
they grow up. Children who make to their fifth birthday, she 
said, can expect to live to adulthood. They need to be cared for 
and be instilled with a work ethic so that they have an            
alternative to crime as they grow older. Early education is local 
and easy to access but it gets more expensive as children     
progress through the system: bus fares are needed and books 
must be bought for study. Progress to university is difficult     
unless high marks in the entrance exam removes the need for 
fees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When we asked about health, we were told there are local 
health units, family support units in urban centres and       
emergency services available but only those employed by large 
firms have health insurance. 
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Finally, we asked about Monseñor. Julia was only six when 
Romero was assassinated but she has read all the books.       
Nobody in the group was old enough to remember his sermons 
on the radio but their parents and grandparents had been    
regular listeners and had even gone to the funeral. This part of 
El Salvador is controlled by the rich families and the right wing, 
which has led to a total block on accurate Romero information. 
A neighbour said recently “they killed that communist, didn’t 
they!” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our hosts belong to the local Romero committee that puts on 
talks and films. Recent events included a drawing competition 
and a pilgrimage to Ciudad Barrios. “The new cardinal makes us 
happy.” 
 
She would like us to tell their story to people back in our 
homes. Visit www.romerotrust.org.uk for more information. 



El Salvador 



Steve Atherton is the field worker for the Justice and 
Peace Commission of the Archdiocese of Liverpool. 
 
The Justice and Peace Commission highlights the 
importance of social justice issues and it tries to   
remind people that the church has a provocative 
mission to the world and in the world. Church is a 
place where we engage with, rather than escape 
from, the world. This service of God through service 
of each other brings joy not gloom. 
 
The Commission works through the principles of the 
Pastoral Cycle: See – Judge – Act. 
 
Before his appointment as field worker in 2004,   
Steve worked as a drama teacher for over 30 years. 
From 1999 he was a member of the Justice and 
Peace Commission, sitting for a period as its chair. A 
visit to Bangladesh in 2000 as a CAFOD Millennium 
Awardee was a life-changing experience. 
 
He enjoys working with adults to explore their faith 
and is involved in developing and facilitating the 
Faith for Life course across the Archdiocese of      
Liverpool and further afield. He is a frequent visitor 
to parishes and welcomes invitations to work with 
groups or to give talks. March 2018 will see his 100th 
monthly column in the Catholic Pic magazine. 
 
Steve lives with his wife Anne in the parish of St 
John in Wigan. Their five children are grown-up and 
the first grandchild, Stanley, has just arrived. 

SUGGESTED DONATION £2.00 


