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 From the 1930s to the 1970s, El Salvador was ruled by a series of military 
dictatorships.  The society was significantly bifurcated, with a small oligarchy holding the 
economic and political power, and a large peasant class.  The peasant class included the 
Native peoples. 

 During the 1970s, things got especially unstable politically.  A turning point was the 
1972 presidential election, where was an attempt at democratic reforms was made.  It 
failed, thanks to widespread election fraud.  The leader of the opposition, the side that 
wanted democratic reform, ended up exiled.  “These events eroded hope of reform through 
democratic means and persuaded those opposed to the government that armed 
insurrection was the only way to achieve change.”1 

 It was during these years, between the fraudulent 1972 election and the outbreak of 
all-out civil war in 1980, that Oscar Romero was appointed Catholic Bishop of San Salvador.  
It was 1977, and the oligarchy was delighted with his selection.  “Known as a pious and 
relatively conservative bishop, there was nothing in this background to suggest that he was 
a man to challenge the status quo.”2 

 That was not the case. 

 This is how one short biography describes what happened:  “Within weeks of his 
consecration he found himself officiating at the funeral of his friend Rutilio Grande, a Jesuit 
priest of the archdiocese, who was assassinated as a result of his commitment to social 
justice.  Romero is deeply shaken by this event, which marked a new level in the frenzy of 
violence overtaking the country.  In the weeks and months following Grande’s death 
Romero underwent a profound transformation.  Some would speak of a conversion — as 
astonishing to his new friends as it was to his foes.  From a once timid and conventional 
cleric, there emerged a fearless and outspoken champion of justice.  His weekly sermons, 
broadcast by radio throughout country, featured an inventory of the week’s violations of 
human rights, casting the glaring light of the gospel on the realities of the day.  His 
increasingly public role as the conscience of the nation earned him not only the bitter 
enmity of the country’s oligarchy, but also the resentment of many of his conservative 
fellow bishops.  There were those among them who muttered that Romero was talking like 
a subversive.”3 

 “For Romero, the church’s option for the poor was not just a matter of pastoral 
priorities.  It was a defining characteristic of Christian faith:  ‘A church that does not unite 

                                                        
1 “The History of El Salvador,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_El_Salvador (accessed 23 
March 2019). 
2 Robert Ellsberg, All Saints: Daily Reflections on Saints, Prophets, and Witnesses for Our Time (New York: The 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 2000), 131. 
3 Ibid, 132. 
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itself the poor in order to denounce from the place of the poor the injustice committed 
against them is not truly the Church of Jesus Christ,’ he wrote.  On another occasion he said, 
‘On this point there is no possible neutrality.  We either serve the life of Salvadorans or we 
are accomplices in their death.…  We either believe in a God of life or we serve the idols of 
death.’”4 

 Military coups and countercoups and the fraudulent elections brought forth a 
succession of governments, each promising reform and not delivering.  This left the 
military and the death squads free to suppress the popular demand for justice.  “As avenues 
for peaceful change were systematically thwarted, full-scale civil war became inevitable.  In 
1980, weeks before his death, Romero sent a letter to President Jimmy Carter appealing for 
a halt to further U.S. military assistance to the junta, ‘thus avoiding greater bloodshed in 
this suffering country.’  On March 23, 1980, the day before his death, he appealed directly 
to members of the military, calling them to refuse illegal orders:”5 

 Here is a recording of that homily with a translation.6 

 “The next day, [which was 39 years ago today,] as he was saying Mass in the chapel 
of the Carmelite Sisters’ cancer hospital where he lived, a single rifle shot was fired from 
the rear of the chapel.  Romero was struck in the heart and died within minutes.”7 

 I suspect that Mother Teresa of Calcutta is better known by the people in this room 
than Oscar Romero.  Her story also involves a conversion, but her conversion led her to a 
different kind of ministry.  On September 10, 1946, Sister Agnes (as she was then known) 
was on a train in the Himalayas in northern India.  She was a teacher at a school run by her 
order, the Loreto Sisters.  She’d taught in their schools for over 20 years and was well liked 
by her middle-class students. 

 Who would have thought that riding on a train in the mountains would have been 
the setting for her transformation?  It was.  Something happened on that train ride.  She 
received what was described as a “call within a call.”  “God, she suddenly felt, wanted 
something more from her:  ‘He wanted me to be poor with the poor and to love him in the 
distressing disguise of the poorest of the poor.’ 

 “So, with the permission of her congregation, she left her convent … [and went] to 
seek Jesus in the desperate byways of Calcutta.  Eventually she was joined by others — 
including many of her former students.  They became the Missionaries of Charity.  And she 
became Mother Teresa.”8 

 She worked for years before her ministry came to a more general attention.  When 
she did come to the public’s attention, I think she was first, and perhaps best, known for her 
home for the dying in Calcutta.  “There, destitute and dying men and women, gathering off 
the streets of the city, were welcomed to receive loving care and respect until they died. 

                                                        
4 Ibid, 132. 
5 Ibid, 132-133. 
6 I showed this video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o15gEAdlMUQ.  A dramatic English reading of this 
homily from the docudrama Romero can be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuZV6whwj1g. 
7 Ellsberg, 133. 
8 Ibid, 393. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o15gEAdlMUQ
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IuZV6whwj1g
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Those who would live like ‘animals in the gutter’ were enabled, in Mother Teresa’s home, to 
‘die like angels’ — knowing that they were truly valued and loved as precious children of 
God. 

 “It was not mother Teresa’s way to change social structures.  ‘We are not social 
workers,’ she said, but ‘contemplatives in the heart of the world.  For we are touching the 
body of Christ twenty-four hours a day.’”9 

 She truly sought God in (as she put it) “distressing disguise” among the poorest.  
“God has identified himself with the hungry, the sick, the naked, the homeless,” she wrote; 
“hungry, not only for bread, but for love, for care, to be somebody to someone; nakedness, 
not of clothing only, but nakedness of that compassion that very few people give to the 
unknown; homelessness, not only just for a shelter made of stone, but that homelessness 
that comes from having no one to call your own.”10 

 “[She did not] have any exalted sense of her own vocation.  ‘We can do no great 
things,’ she said, ‘only small things with great love.’  Often when people beg to join her in 
her ‘wonderful work’ in Calcutta, she would respond gently but firmly:  ‘Find your own 
Calcutta!’  As she explained, ‘Don’t search for God in far lands — he is not there.  He is close 
to you, he is with you.  Just keep the lamp burning and you will always see him.  Watch and 
pray.  Keep kindling the lamp and you will see his love and you will see how sweet is the 
Lord you love.’”11 

 Mother Teresa had a philosophy that suggested, “before we try to love the entire 
world, we should start by trying to love one other person — someone apparently 
unlovable, unwanted, or rejected.”12  While I agree with her that we should love the person 
who is in front of us, I think she was wrong when she said, “You can save only one at a 
time.”13  We can, perhaps, only help one at a time, but we do not save any of them.  One of 
the peculiar things we learn from Matthew 25 is that when we serve “the least of these,” we 
are not saving them.  They are saving us. 

 For your consideration today, the lives of these two 20th century saints.  One life 
echoed the passage we heard from Luke.  Oscar Romero spoke God’s truth to the world so 
that systems of oppression might be transformed into systems of justice.  The other life 
echoed the passage we heard from Matthew.  Teresa of Calcutta saw the Christ in the lives 
of the naked, hungry, homeless outcasts of Calcutta.  Both followed Jesus.  And both lives 
invite us to risk – in one way or another – as we follow Jesus. 

Amen. 
 

Questions for consideration: 

How might God be calling you/us to be a voice for justice and to help transform systems 
from oppression to justice? 

                                                        
9 Ibid, 393. 
10 Quoted by Ellsberg, 393. 
11 Ibid, 393-394. 
12 Ibid, 394. 
13 Ibid, 394. 
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How might God be calling you/us to open our eyes to see Jesus in his distressing disguise 
right here in our own Calcutta? 


