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The soil of the American continent keeps blossoming thanks to 
the heroic lives of men and women who made a difference in 
other people’s lives by the extraordinary manner in which they 
lived their faith. Their lives at times inspired commitment to the 
work of evangelization and human development, or to leading a 
religious life more faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ. A saint 
is an ordinary person who lives his or her faith in an extraordi-
nary manner.

Some years ago, the apostolic exhortation of John Paul II 
The Church in America (Ecclesia in America) reminded the whole 
church about not only the universal call to holiness but also how 
necessary it is to write down the stories of those who live it:

The Saints are the true expression and the finest fruits of 
America’s Christian identity. . . . The fruits of holiness have 
flourished from the first days of the evangelization of America. 
Thus we have Saint Rose of Lima (1586–1617), “the New 
World’s first flower of holiness,” proclaimed principal patron-
ess of America in 1670 by Pope Clement X. After her, the 
list of American saints has grown to its present length. The 
beatifications and canonizations which have raised many sons 
and daughters of the continent to public veneration provide 
heroic models of the Christian life across the range of nations 
and social backgrounds. . . . The Saints and the Beatified of 
America accompany the men and women of today with fra-
ternal concern in all their joys and sufferings, until the final 

Introduction



xii | Introduction

encounter with the Lord. With a view to encouraging the 
faithful to imitate them ever more closely and to seek their 
intercession more frequently and fruitfully, the Synod Fathers 
proposed—and I find this a very timely initiative—that there 
be prepared “a collection of short biographies of the Saints and 
the Beatified of America, which can shed light on and stimu-
late the response to the universal call to holiness in America.

Among the Saints it has produced, “the history of the 
evangelization of America numbers many martyrs, men and 
women, Bishops and priests, consecrated religious and lay peo-
ple who have given life . . . to [these] nations with their blood. 
Like a cloud of witnesses (cf., Heb 12:1), they stir us to take 
up fearlessly and fervently today’s task of the new evangeliza-
tion.” Their example of boundless dedication to the cause of 
the Gospel must not only be saved from oblivion, but must 
become better and more widely known among the faithful of 
the continent. (The Church in America, 15)

There is a simple reason for the title Saints of the Americas: we are 
a single continent; we are all Americans. Despite the differences, 
the bonds that unite us are stronger. Thus, we can say there 
are no differences between Central America, North America, 
the Caribbean, or South America. We are an extended family, 
because there are no boundaries between us; we are one church: 
the Body of Christ.

This book featuring conversations with saints does not pre-
sent men and women from any privileged group, but from the 
diverse Christian states of life: marriage, holy orders, religious 
life, and celibacy. The age range is ample because we have teen-
agers who witnessed to their faith in Jesus Christ, like José 
Sánchez del Río or the Martyrs of Tlaxcala. As for laypeople, 
we have Kateri Tekakwitha, whose life represents the giving of 
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oneself to the service of others no matter their ethnicity or age. 
Her service to others enabled her to find happiness. She now 
motivates us to do the same.

To write about the saints of our continent has been a fasci-
nating and challenging experience. Fascinating because while 
researching and meditating on their lives, we developed true 
friendships with them and discovered new things about them 
and ourselves. Holiness can be accomplished in our own cir-
cumstances. To be a saint is not a matter for other times. The 
lives and virtues of these Christians remain as challenges to 
those who call themselves Christians. To be a saint is not an 
easy task, but neither is it an impossible one. The stories of these 
brothers and sisters become so personal that you have to feel 
proud of them. They are our “older” brothers and sisters.

Despite the emotional response we may have to these stories, 
the lives of these saints are more challenging than we might 
expect. These are not pious stories from people estranged from 
their own world, but eloquent testimony of a constant love for 
God and people. Sometimes we, as authors, thought there were 
“easy-to-do” saints, especially those who didn’t die as martyrs. 
But we were wrong. To live the Christian virtues in a heroic 
manner demands more than goodwill. We can’t say that it is 
easier to imitate Laura Vicuña, who at an early age developed a 
deep intimacy with Christ and subjected herself to severe pen-
ances, than Oscar Romero, who at a mature age abandoned 
his former perspective on life and discovered through the peo-
ple, oppressed by their lack of hope, that God called him to 
become the word of hope for the people of El Salvador. And 
that he was!

The challenge that these members of the great family of God 
pose to us doesn’t finish at the end of their lives. They keep con-
fronting our own lives in light of their fidelity to Christ. As we 
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read their stories of their lives, and at times of their martyrdom, 
we continually ask ourselves, How can I live the gospel today, in 
the midst of my life’s ordinary circumstances? Although we are 
different persons, in different environments, what is our response? 
Would we have the same love, courage, and faith that they had? 
This is an unavoidable question. Think about the Cristero mar-
tyrs from Mexico, who died shouting, “Long live Christ the 
King!” or about those like Alberto Hurtado Cruchaga, SJ, who 
had the same strength of a martyr and whose life was consumed 
with Christ by giving himself totally to the less fortunate.

Saints of the Americas tells the story of these persons while 
acknowledging them as part of our own family. We have grown 
by “talking with them.” The saints are, at the same time, our 
intercessors before God, the extended family’s elder brothers and 
sisters; no matter their age or ethnicity, they are companions 
along the way and sure confidants of our joys and hopes. Saints 
of the Americas doesn’t present a historical narrative, but rather, 
following Ignatian spirituality, relives history and brings us into 
an active dialogue that inspires and challenges us to discover the 
context of a life of holiness. Suddenly we will be serving needy 
people in the soup kitchen created by Virginia Blanco Tardío or 
discovering the heroism and total giving of Katharine Drexel, 
who renounced a fortune of millions in order to educate the 
marginalized people of her day.

We hope that children and adults will find in these dialogues 
the inspiration to embrace sanctity as something possible and will 
allow themselves to be challenged in this way, without regard for 
the country in which they live, since these saintly women and 
men of the Americas belong to all of us. They belong not only 
in our church and home altars but also in our history books 
as educators, scientists, founders, and orators, as mothers and 
fathers, as teens who with their examples wrote glorious pages 
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Archbishop, I have wanted to meet you for a long time. Thanks 
for taking part in this conversation. After all, one doesn’t often 
have the opportunity to speak with personal heroes—the heroes 
of the people. So I consider myself very fortunate to meet you.

Thank you. And thank you for your interest in learning more 
about my humble person and about my ministry as a pastor 
in the church of San Salvador, where the people are the real 
heroes. Although I’m an archbishop, don’t forget that I’m from 
San Salvador. I’m part of those marvelous people whom God 
allowed me to accompany as a pilgrim in faith, as a companion 
along the way, and as a disciple of Christ. These people were my 
prophets, they were there for me in moments when I felt terribly 
alone, and they were the message that God was communicating 
to me, as well. I wanted to make their struggles and hopes my 
own; I wanted to celebrate death and faith in the Resurrection 
with them. As archbishop, God called me to be with these peo-
ple and, walking together with the poor, I found in them my 
riches. They showed me the path to the kingdom of heaven.

Archbishop, why is it that you speak so tenderly about the people 
whom you served?

How could one not love such people? I myself am part of them—
of the simple people who showed me their love, who shared their 
lives with me, who sent me cards and letters. Our closeness came 
about little by little, but in a very direct way. The people knew 
that they could come to my residence and ask for me; after all, I 
was there to serve them in whatever way I could. Among those 
who came to see me were people who wanted to chat with me 
about their problems, their dreams, and their poverty. They 
came to seek counsel, to pray, or just to say hello. For my part, 
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I did my best to make time to pray for them and with them; at 
the same time, I looked for space to write them a note. Before 
such sorrow and solitude, the least I could do as their archbishop 
and servant was to answer their cards and letters. But not every-
thing was sadness. The people loved me very much. Some of 
them brought me something to eat, while others brought me 
chickens and all types of simple gifts. Once they even sent a cow 
to my residence. You can imagine the laughter and gratitude 
that this stirred up in all of us—myself in particular. In the face 
of all this, how could I not love these people whom God had 
entrusted to me? In them I discovered the will of God.

The love that I had for the poor at the end of my life took me 
back to where everything had begun: to my family. After all, I 
had been born into a poor family and had grown up among the 
poor. Unfortunately, along the way this reality had passed by 
unnoticed, or rather I didn’t think about it in the same way then 
as I did later on.

My parents, Guadalupe and Santos, were poor. Although we 
didn’t consider ourselves as such because of a small piece of land 
we owned, we were poor people. My father worked at the tele-
graph office and my mother was a housewife. In the afternoon we 
worked on the coffee plantation and in the morning we attended 
school in Barrios City, the place of my birth. As far as my faith 
goes, this was nurtured by my parents. We would pray the rosary 
daily, and we had a devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the 
Eucharist. Our poverty did not distance us from God; rather, it 
united us to him.

I began to work as a carpenter’s assistant at the age of thir-
teen; at the same time, together with my sister, I would milk the 
few cows my father owned. Later, at the first Mass of a priest 
from my town, I felt that God was calling me to the priestly life. 
With that, at the age of thirteen, I embarked on the adventure 
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of the priesthood. I got on a mule and headed for the city of San 
Miguel and the minor seminary run by the Claretian fathers. 
Six years later, I had to leave the seminary and return home in 
order to help my family because of our economic situation.

With the passage of time, in 1937 I was able to continue my 
studies at the major seminary of San José de la Montaña in San 
Salvador. Seven months later they sent me to Rome to study for 
a licentiate in theology. I was ordained a priest on April 4, 1942. 
I stayed in Rome to study for a doctorate, although I did not fin-
ish my thesis because I was too much of a perfectionist and very 
scrupulous. Sometime later, I returned to my beloved country, 
to my home diocese of San Miguel.

Despite the fact that I was a priest, I admit that I was always 
a timid person of few words. I preferred music, spiritual reading, 
and quiet activities. I very much liked to celebrate the sacraments 
with the people and to participate in the devotions and religious 
festivities. All of this filled my days and gave meaning to my 
priesthood and my own life of prayer. I was able to experience 
this during my whole life, even after the changes proposed by 
the Second Vatican Council. For me, the hours I spent in eucha-
ristic devotion before the Blessed Sacrament were always very 
meaningful and worthwhile. There, before God, I would ask 
him to help me be faithful to my duties, to be a good Christian 
and a good priest. There I found the necessary fortitude to grow 
in my vocation. There I offered up my pains and my joys. In his 
hands I placed the life of my people and united myself to them. 
I lived out my faith to the rhythm of their piety and considered 
myself a pious priest.

I thought that my priesthood would be spent in this environ-
ment. Nevertheless, because I stood out as a student, my fellow 
priests of the diocese of San Miguel petitioned that I be named 
secretary of the Episcopal Conference of El Salvador. So, on 
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June 8, 1967, I moved to my new place of residence, the semi-
nary of San José de la Montaña, which was run by the Jesuits. It 
was there that I met my great friend, Rutilio Grande.

Very impressive! What did you most appreciate about your 
friend Rutilio?

Well, I met Rutilio while he was the business manager of the 
seminary of San José de la Montaña and I was director of the 
weekly magazine Orientación (Orientation). Despite being so 
different, Rutilio and I developed a good friendship. I could see 
that he was an honorable and passionate man, not only in his 
Christian vocation but in his priesthood and apostolic life as 
well. The simplicity and integrity of his life affected me greatly, 
even though sometimes I didn’t understand his theology or way 
of living out the gospel among the poor. Even so, he had a simple 
heart and was without fear. Rutilio was also brave, for he always 
told me openly what he was thinking and where he disagreed 
with me, above all with regard to what I wrote in Orientación. It 
was thanks to this friendship that I asked him to be my master 
of ceremonies during my episcopal ordination on June 21, 1970, 
as Auxiliary Bishop of San Salvador. Years later, I asked him the 
same favor, only on this occasion I asked him as archbishop of 
San Salvador.

On the other hand, even though I didn’t understand Rutilio, 
he represented a different face of the Second Vatican Council 
and that of the documents issued by all the Latin American 
bishops at their meeting in Medellín, Colombia. Apparently, 
the two of us had very different interpretations of the church’s 
documents. His understanding of the church was somewhat 
incomprehensible and unacceptable to me; I came to think that 
he was preaching politics and not the gospel of Jesus Christ. I 
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felt as if I didn’t really fit into this reality and that my collabora-
tions in Orientation were not well received. On the other hand, 
the people in general complained about government repression 
and the disappearance of their loved ones. I felt as if this public 
denouncement was not part of the church’s work, but rather that 
of the ministry of justice. So my appointment to the diocese of 
Santiago de María filled me with joy. Finally, this reality would 
no longer be my own.

Bishop, why do you feel that you didn’t fit into the reality of life 
in the Archdiocese of San Salvador very well?

The theology that I’d studied in Rome was different from that of 
the pastoral life found in the parishes of El Salvador. Suddenly, 
the stance of some priests seemed very political and overpower-
ing to me; it bothered me that, being concerned completely with 
the things of the earth, we were neglecting the things of heaven. 
My preference was for a church with more worship and liturgi-
cal celebrations, and somehow I felt that the problems of social 
and political life should be resolved by some other field, but not 
by the church. The church was the place of encounter for every-
one—the place to pray and offer praise.

In spite of this experience, as bishop of Santiago de María, I 
was able to see firsthand the suffering of the poor who worked 
on the coffee plantations. I realized that my friends, the rich and 
powerful, were paying them a mere pittance. I myself opened 
the churches and diocesan offices so that the workers could 
spend the night there. I was not indifferent either to the suffer-
ing of these people or to the salvation of their souls. The original 
cause of the violent political situation was the extreme poverty 
of the people. I understood that these people wanted a change. 
They wanted a just life with greater equality. They wanted to 
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be treated with the dignity they were due. They wanted to be 
treated like sons and daughters of God.

One of the ways in which the government responded to the 
increasing social conscience of the people took place on June 
21, 1975. On that day, the events known today as the massacre 
of Tres Calles happened. Around 2:00 a.m., after having par-
ticipated in a liturgical celebration and speaking of the federal 
elections that had taken place, a group of peasants were walk-
ing by the town of Tres Calles. All of a sudden, members of 
the army came upon them and killed them, claiming that the 
peasants were communists and armed, when the only thing they 
had in their hands were Bibles. They called these people com-
munists—a group of Christian men and women who had gath-
ered in community to reflect on the word of God and how this 
illuminated their reality. What a false accusation! For the killers, 
being a Christian who meditates on the word of God amounted 
to being a communist and a subversive?!

That tragedy filled me with indignation and anger. Although 
I was too afraid to make a public denunciation, I wrote a strongly 
worded letter to my friend, Colonel Arturo Armando Molina, 
who at that time was the president of the republic: “My heart 
broke when I heard the bitter crying of widowed mothers and 
whining orphans. . . . Their lives and dignity, which are the rights 
of every man—even if he is a criminal—were trampled under-
foot, nor did they have the chance to submit themselves to a court 
of justice.” Some of my fellow priests asked for a public denuncia-
tion of the act, but I opted for something more personal.

I then realized something: I was a friend to the oppressors. I 
myself was tempted to remain on good terms with them and to 
maintain the peace. My heart was divided and a dilemma arose 
within me. It seemed to me as if I were trying to serve two mas-
ters: the oppressors and the oppressed. Given my friendship with 
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the former, I didn’t dare to question them publicly. Besides, I 
didn’t think it would be diplomatic. Before God and the long-
suffering people with whose care I had been entrusted, I had to 
make a decision, take a stand, and answer God’s call. Now I feel 
that on that occasion I didn’t respond as I should have, and that 
my response was very weak. I myself needed to acknowledge what 
it really meant to be a bishop, a symbol of the church’s unity.

This same experience put me face-to-face with the reality 
that was being lived in the whole country. What had occurred 
in my diocese was a phenomenon happening in many places. In 
San Salvador, there was certainly a more open posture on the 
part of Archbishop Luis Chávez y González and his auxiliary 
bishop, Arturo Rivera y Damas. For my part, it didn’t seem to 
be the most appropriate way to do things. I felt I needed to pro-
ceed with more pastoral prudence.

Archbishop, what did your appointment as archbishop of San 
Salvador mean to you?

It was a great surprise! I was amazed because I knew how little 
the presbyterate of El Salvador approved of me personally. I 
knew they wanted the Holy See to name Bishop Arturo Rivera 
y Damas as archbishop. On the other hand, the country’s situ-
ation was a very delicate one and the pastoral stance being fol-
lowed in the archdiocese was not completely to my liking. Due 
to my age of fifty-nine and my pastoral judgments, I was not 
expecting to be appointed archbishop. At that age I knew what 
I wanted and what I didn’t want, and I did not desire to become 
archbishop.

Nevertheless, and by the will of God, I was invested as the 
archbishop of San Salvador on February 22, 1977. During that 
celebration, which was not very well attended, I renewed before 
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God my fidelity to the church, expressed in my episcopal motto 
of “To be of one mind with the church,” and my desire to do 
God’s will. Apparently, my friends, the wealthy and those at 
the centers of power, rejoiced at my appointment. Because we 
were friends, they thought they would have a bishop on their 
side. They wanted a bishop who would remain silent before 
their injustices. Part of this joy was manifested in their desire 
to build me an “archbishop’s palace.” On the other hand, those 
who were pleased the least were my own priests, who would be 
my companions in my work. I knew of their opposition to my 
appointment.

The massacre of Tres Calles as well as this new ministry put 
me face-to-face with a reality I didn’t know, or rather one that 
I had refused to see. I felt alone and abandoned by my fellow 
priests, and on my weak shoulders God had placed the care of 
a turbulent church, a church whose members were massacred, 
repressed, taken away, and tortured. It was a church that, as I 
describe in my diary, “spoke of the presence of Christ in our 
midst, a presence that has revealed itself in different ways: the 
church community, in its ministers, in the proclamation of the 
word, and especially in the Eucharist.” Unfortunately, I wasn’t 
able to understand the church’s language, and the Lord called 
me to a new way to be “of one heart” with my church.

This being “of one heart” was incisive for me. On March 
12, 1977, I was notified that Father Rutilio Grande García, 
Nelson Rutilio, and an elderly man were murdered on the way 
to El Paisnal to celebrate the Eucharist. I understand that you’re 
familiar with the exact spot where they were killed.

That’s right, Bishop. I was recently in your country. I visited 
your grave, the place where you lived, the chapel where you were 
murdered, and the place where your story began—the place 
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where they murdered Father Rutilio, Nelson Rutilio, and the 
sacristan accompanying them. Together with one of your old 
comrades, Father Mario Bernal, I walked along the road to El 
Paisnal, stopping where the three crosses are located to pray.

The murder of a priest was unheard of in El Salvador. The mur-
der was intended to be a lesson to other priests who embraced 
the cause of the poor in their lives and parishes. In the evening, 
together with Bishop Rivera y Damas, I arrived where the event 
had taken place.

The parish church was full—full of the poor people who had 
seen in the person of Father Tilo a good pastor who, besides lov-
ing them and taking care of them, had given his life for them. 
They were all there, crying for a dearly loved friend who had 
loved them to the very end. Also there were the priests who 
knew they could share the same fate. Now they were no longer 
exempt from the possibility of dying. They had the proof before 
them.

Before me were the sad faces—without hope, yet at the same 
time defiant—of these poor people and fellow priests who were 
looking to their archbishop, who was visibly sad and not know-
ing what to do. Later, after we celebrated Mass, I asked everyone 
to stay behind a moment and I posed a question: What should 
we, as a church, do in the face of this reality? What should our 
response be? My question was an honest one. I had been arch-
bishop a mere three weeks, and I frankly didn’t know how to 
respond to the situation. The profound expressions of a people 
without a pastor made me place my deepest thoughts in doubt, 
yet in their expressions I could see the face of God. Once again 
God was calling me to do something very demanding.

In the face of God’s will manifested in the spilled blood of 
Tilo and his companions in ministry, in the face of the great 
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number of the poor who were looking to me for their hope, in 
the face of the priests looking to me and expecting to find a 
symbol of the church’s unity, I could no longer resist. I set out 
with them on the path that God had shown us.

I think that was the moment when I chose to become poor 
with the poor and to make them the priority of my ministry.

Then can we say that Rutilio’s death was the key moment of 
your life?

Not even I could say what precisely the key moment was. It 
wasn’t only the death of Tilo but also the bravery with which 
he said things to me. In fact, before I “took possession” of the 
diocese, he told me that I should have been at the Mass that was 
celebrated to protest the expulsion of Father Mario. He was a 
priest who always challenged me through his word and exam-
ple. To this you must add the poor—the incredibly poor people 
whose only wealth was God, who they expected to find in the 
church. I myself, in silence and on my knees before God, asked 
him to give me the strength to respond positively to what he was 
asking of me. Now I knew that Rutilio was not a communist, 
but a pastor who had loved his flock to the very end. So in time 
I came to say that “for these people, it doesn’t cost a lot to be a 
good pastor.”

For this reason, as a symbol of the church’s unity, and despite 
the resistance of my brother bishops, I decreed on March 20 that 
the only Mass celebrated in the archdiocese would be a special 
one celebrated to honor the memory of a good priest and two 
great Christians. While some took this to be a protest, I asked 
for it to be a time of prayer, and for everyone to spend three 
days praying and studying the word of God. Therefore, I asked 
Catholic schools to close for three consecutive days as a sign of 
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mourning. I thought that all of us, as a church, should think 
clearly before God about what it was he was asking of us at 
this particular time in history. That celebration brought us great 
unity as a church—not only among ourselves, the members of 
the body of Christ, but also with Christ himself, who was mak-
ing himself present in our history.

This celebration marked the beginning of communion, fel-
lowship, moments of mediation, consolation, and rejection. 
The solidarity that God manifested in us showed itself in many 
ways. It was a period of encounter with the God who had freed 
us from our fears and sent us to preach the word burning within 
us. How, then, could we silence that word whose proclamation 
was required of us? How could we not give hope to the people 
who saw their homes and families destroyed because of so much 
death? We embarked upon the road together and asked God 
that we wouldn’t be parted from him or from communion with 
the church.

Then one could say that this was the most difficult moment of 
your ministry as archbishop?

It was the most impactful, yes, but not the most painful. 
Something that constantly caused me a lot of grief was the lack of 
understanding on the part of my brother bishops. Occasionally, I 
felt terribly alone, and would have been if not for Bishop Rivera y 
Damas. I felt they were attacking me without reason and saying 
negative things about me to the Apostolic Nuncio as well as to 
the Holy See. On the one hand, we were preaching about com-
munion with the whole church, and yet on the other we weren’t 
living it out among ourselves. This lack of episcopal brother-
hood grieved me very much, and on more than one occasion I 
cried because of these constant attacks and misunderstandings. 
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Nevertheless, in the middle of this sadness, I remembered the 
immense support that Pope Paul VI had shown me, and this 
filled me with enough courage to keep going. During a visit 
with him, I remember with great joy that he took my hands 
and, holding them in his own, he said, “Take heart! You are the 
one who must lead.” He also said that he understood how dif-
ficult my job was, and he encouraged me to have patience and 
fortitude. In the face of these words from the Vicar of Christ, I 
wanted to cry, and yet, at the same time, I heard in the words 
of the Holy Father the confirmation that we were carrying out 
our ministry as a church in El Salvador. Without doubt, it was 
a moment of strength.

I understand there was a certain frustration with regard to the 
apparent misunderstanding you had during your first visit with 
Pope John Paul II. Why did he visit your grave during his visit 
to El Salvador?

I know that he was advised against it, but he insisted: “No, the 
Pope should go; this is about a bishop who was attacked in the 
heart of his pastoral ministry.” I think that the pope had come 
to understand how delicate our mission was. After all, he him-
self had lived under the repression of communism in his native 
Poland. What I admire about him is his bravery in opposing the 
government, which had prohibited him from visiting my grave. 
He himself diverted the “pope mobile” and made them bring 
the key to open the cathedral. I think it was a grand gesture 
of reconciliation; the people themselves felt it. His own words 
on that day, March 6, 1983, were impressive: “The Pope is close 
to you and shares your sorrow.” He responded, “How could a 
brother and father in the faith be insensitive in the face of his 
sons’ and daughters’ grief? [ . . . ] I was able to draw close to so 
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many sons and daughters who for many reasons are suffering 
and crying. May God let mutual forgiveness, understanding and 
harmony kindle, once again, the hope of Christ in their hearts.” 
Personally, I think that this hope keeps burning.

Speaking of you own death, did you ever think that they were 
going to kill you?

In seeing your dead priests, in taking away dead bodies, and 
in giving absolution to the dying, it would almost be a shame 
if your own life was not in danger or if you didn’t think that 
you could share the same fate. My life was in God’s hands. 
I entrusted myself to him and spent as much time with him 
as I could, whether it was through prayer, spiritual reading, 
examining my conscience, adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, 
or celebrating the Eucharist in the midst of the people. During 
the night, in the silence of my room, I would also practice my 
devotions and afterward prepare my homilies. At the end, I 
knew that the word remained. And this is the great consola-
tion of one who preaches. My voice will disappear, but my 
word, which is Christ, will remain in the hearts of those will-
ing to receive it.

Death was something with which I had to live on a daily 
basis; it was part of the paschal mystery. In fact, I had frequently 
been threatened with death. Martyrdom is a grace I didn’t think 
I deserved, but if God accepted the sacrifice of my life, then I 
hoped my blood would be a seed of freedom. I hoped my death, 
if accepted by God, would help liberate my people and become 
a testimony of hope for the future. If they came to kill me, I 
would forgive and bless those who did it. As a Christian, I don’t 
believe in death without a resurrection. If they killed me, I would 
return to life in the people of El Salvador.
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Bishop, you know that in reality you have not died. Evidently, 
God has planted you in the heart of the universal church. 
However, you were a man of prayer, and yet in your diary you 
describe that prayer isn’t sufficient. How do you explain this?

The ministry of a bishop and the life of a Christian don’t have 
the solidity of the cross if they are not founded in prayer. The 
closer you are to God, the more filled with him you feel and the 
more you want to be. Placing yourself into his hands, you come 
to know yourself; you discover him in everything and want 
more. This same spiritual dynamic makes you look for more 
time to spend with God—alone, with the people, in popular 
practices, in the celebration of the sacraments, before the Blessed 
Sacrament, in spiritual direction, or in contemplation. That is 
God! That is the God who answers our deepest needs. That’s 
how prayer becomes an essential part of your life and God comes 
to be the center of your being.

Bishop, thank you very much for the kindness and simplicity 
with which you’ve opened up your heart. I only want to say that 
when I visited your grave, I could see the love your people have 
for you. The people continue to see you as their pastor. I vividly 
remember seeing a group of women who, before they went to 
the market to sell their goods, knelt at your grave to ask for your 
intercession. Hours later, in an actual procession, I saw how 
your death and ministry had united the church. I witnessed the 
respect that non-Catholics have for you, and how they discov-
ered in you a father and a pastor. United to those people, whose 
laments keep rising to heaven, we remember that no one will be 
able to silence your last homily.
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In the name of God, then, and in the name of this long-
suffering people whose laments rise to heaven with greater 
tumult every day, I ask you, I beg you, I command you in the 
name of God: stop the repression!

With your words, Archbishop, as you offered the Mass for the 
eternal rest of Doña Sarita Pinto, proclaiming the word burning 
within you, your blood mingled with the blood of Christ, spilled 
for your people and with the people. Your body was pierced by 
the bullets of a sniper, so that in your death and resurrection you 
might join in the glory of the saints.

Ah, those words are very grand for such a little man like me who 
only sought to do God’s will.




