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rd
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Michael Kirwan SJ 

 

A noted liberation theologian was once asked what he thought was the 

biggest problem facing today’s Church. ‘Penicillin’, he replied. The 

interviewer repeated the question, thinking he had been misheard, but the 

theologian repeated his answer, explaining: ‘Because of penicillin, bishops 

live longer’. 

 

A controlling instinct for caution and safety damages and weakens God’s 

church over time. She may survive residually, demographically, but in the 

absence of the bold Spirit whom we welcome at today’s Pentecost feast, it 

will be only ‘bare life’, attested to by the most minimal cultural or 

sociological indicators. Such a ‘penicillin’ Church denies and evades both 

death and resurrection, the fundamental realities for the Christian, especially 

for those who shepherd us, whose ‘job description’ includes not only a 

willingness to get close to the sheep, but to die for them.  

 

A schoolboy once defined a martyr as ‘someone who dies on purpose’. Not 

evading or denying death, therefore, but following Jesus in embracing death 

intentionally, and allowing its transforming possibility to shape the martyr’s 

own life, and the lives of others. Bishop Oscar Romero indeed was not 

expected to serve for very long, his health was poor: a penicillin solution for 

a Church focussed on self-preservation in the face of extreme crisis. It did 

not work. Like many thousands of his fellow Salvadoreans, Oscar Romero 

‘died before his time’. And yet he embraces this death with a paschal faith so 

intense as to even sound blasphemous: ‘I do not believe in death without 

resurrection; if I die, I will rise again in the people, who can never die’.  

 

Here’s a thought experiment: imagine a press release from Archbishop 

Vincent, in which he expresses his admiration for the joy of the gospel 

which he encountered at Farm Street Church recently, at the mass at which 

LGBT Catholics and their families and friends are welcomed. The 

Archbishop wishes to draw wider attention to the power of the Spirit in this 

gathering, and so he has decided that in two weeks’ time there will be only 

one mass in the whole Archdiocese of Westminster; that he will preside at 

this mass, which will take place at Farm St Church at 6.15, and that all 

Catholics wishing to fulfil their obligation that weekend will need to attend 

this mass, or follow it on television or internet.  
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He has also decided that all Catholic schools will close for a period of one 

week, during which pupils and parents will be asked to reflect and pray on 

issues relating to the family, and in particular on how the Church can be a 

place of welcome and hope to all those who do not fit the traditional pattern.  

 

Of course there is no press release. I made that up. But some such ‘thought 

experiment’ is needed to appreciate the extraordinary ecclesial courage of 

Archbishop Romero. You and I were there yesterday, in San Salvador, at the 

Mass in which Oscar Romero was ‘raised to the altars’. We were there, 

along with thousands of others. Admittedly, I was only watching the event 

online, like many of us here perhaps. But every celebration of the Eucharist 

is a gathering of all the members of the whole church, visible and invisible, 

living and dead, into one holy assembly; always at a particular time and 

place, certainly, but in a mysterious way which transcends and overcomes all 

spatial and time differences, and makes us truly one.  

 

Oscar Romero knew, and understood, this mysterious capacity of the 

Eucharist to refract space and time, without distorting or destroying them. 

The assassination of his friend Father Rutilio Grande SJ and two 

companions, shot by a death squad in Aguilares on March 12
th

, 1977, is the 

turning point which was to lead to his own death three years later. These 

murders triggered Romero to make some uncharacteristically bold decisions. 

Firstly, a closure of schools for a period of days, during which time pupils 

and their parents would be urged to reflect and pray upon the horrendous 

situation of violence; secondly, a suspension of Sunday Eucharist on March 

20
th
 for the entire Archdiocese of San Salvador, except for a single Mass, to 

be presided over by him. Those present, and through radio broadcast, the 

entire nation, were to listen to his homily as he called the killers- ‘our 

murderous brothers’- to account, as well as the brutal economic and political 

system that had fostered them. ‘Murderous brothers, we love you’. Romero 

calls on everyone to see what is happening, to ‘look upon the ones who have 

been pierced!’  

 

I have said that time and space are refracted and disturbed by Christ’s 

Eucharist. The forgotten dead of the past are brought to memory- ‘presente!’ 

is exclaimed by the Salvadorean faithful as the names of the dead and 

disappeared are read out, and those on the periphery of existence are brought 

to the centre. Here is another scenario from that same cathedral in San 

Salvador: the visit of Pope John Paul II to El Salvador, when he insisted on 
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an impromptu visit to the cathedral to pray at the Romero’s tomb; even 

though such a visit had been carefully excluded from his politically sanitised 

itinerary. Consternation all round, as the entourage wait outside the 

cathedral, waiting for someone to open up the building. The photograph of 

the Pope kneeling in prayer at the tomb has become iconic; but somehow I 

find the earlier image, not recorded, of a Pope knocking and trying to gain 

admittance to a locked cathedral more suggestive.  

 

Like St Ignatius of Antioch, another martyred Bishop of the 1
st
 century, 

Romero knew that without giving witness his voice would be just a voice, 

when he wanted it to be ‘Word’. It was Christ who was to reverberate 

though him, not his own voice, and for this his exemplary death was 

required. I know that some are perplexed and disturbed at the long delay 

between Romero’s death in 1980 and his beatification. And yet (perhaps to 

cite John’s gospel) perhaps ‘his hour’ has only just come. We are at the 

beginning of a special season of mercy for Christ’s Church. It is impossible 

not to see a mysterious resonance or echo- a ‘re-verberation- between the 

life and message of Romero, and the life and message of Pope Francis, 

another Pope calling for the cathedral to be unlocked, so that he, and we, 

may enter and properly ‘gaze upon the one who was pierced’. For both these 

men, the ways of being we have clung to over the recent decades are 

inadequate, because rigid and loveless: a legislating mindset which slides 

into legalism, or a righteous indignation for the victim which seeks to 

include, but too quickly becomes partisan, accusatory and resentful.  

 

For Francis, only mercy can untie the knot. For Francis and for Romero, the 

merciful space-time event which we call Eucharist is the only way we can be 

gathered together in safety. Mercy is none of our doing, and so it cannot be a 

place of competitive ownership or occupancy. Human beings are quite 

capable of constructing laws and rights; none of us can generate mercy.  

 

The joy of the gospel. This is a difficult, frightening joy, a joy which incurs 

wrath. Even the Eucharist was not, after all, a safe place, for the priest shot 

down at the altar. Our murderous and resentful brothers and sisters still 

prefer the dark to the light, however much we love them. And who knows, 

perhaps we ourselves are the murderous and resentful siblings? If we are to 

truly embrace the light and the joy, we need so badly the loving boldness of 

God’s Spirit, and the inspiration and guidance of His fine saints. 

Come Holy Spirit! 

Blessed Oscar Romero, pray for us! 


