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This year marks the 25" anniv-
ersary of the murders of six
Jesuit scholars/priests, and their
housekeeper and her daughter,
at the ‘José Simedn Caiias’ Uni-
versity of Central America in
San Salvador in the early hours
of 16 November 1989. The
Jesuit martyrs were not merely
murdered — their brains were
blown out of their bodies as a
deliberate symbol of the murd-
erers’ intention to obliterate the
intellectual and moral support
for the Salvadoran struggle for
justice. Perhaps the military officers who designed
and carried out the murders (who were trained and
funded by the Carter, Reagan and Bush adminis-
trations) believed that sending such a gruesome
message to the Salvadoran people would cause them
to give up their struggle and succumb to the injustices
that had defined their lives and those of their
ancestors since the colonial takeover of the region.

However, the death of the Jesuits brought a new wave
of international pressure on the United States govern-
ment to cut off military aid to the Salvadoran army.
While the murders of Archbishop Oscar Romero and
of four US Maryknoll missionaries in 1980 had served
as red flags, they did not garner enough scrutiny from
the international community to disrupt the US gover-
Nment’s strategic ‘low-intensity warfare’ agenda that
would grind on uninterruptedly for twelve more
years. However, when news spread in 1989 of the
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Think, love, challenge:
The Jesuit martyrs’ legacy

16 November marks the 25th anniversary of the murders of six
Jesuits, and their housekeeper and her daughter, in El
Salvador. The Jesuits were targeted because they spoke out
against the unjust treatment of the Salvadoran people. Jennifer
Knapp, who works with imprisoned Salvadoran youth, explains
why the martyrs’ legacy is still urgently relevant in ‘post-war’ El
Salvador, where the injustices that the Jesuits confronted have
transformed rather than been resolved.

murders of the high-profile Jes-
uit priests (five of whom were
Spanish citizens), the public
could no longer be fooled into
believing the US justification
that the war was being waged
to defeat ‘communists’ whose
dangerous agenda posed a
threat to the entire region.
Amidst public outcry and at
the risk of losing face by prolo-
nging an increasingly unpop-
ular war, Congress began to
reconsider its military aid to El
Salvador. Joseph Moakley, a
Democratic Representative from Boston, led a task
force on El Salvador that proved that the murders had
been carried out by the Salvadoran military. Congress
used these findings (coupled with the fact that Cold
War scare tactics were going out of style) to support
the decision to cut off military aid to El Salvador.
Shortly thereafter, in December 1991, the Salvadoran
government and the Farabundo Marti National Liber-
ation Front (FMLN) negotiated an end to the war.

The Jesuit martyrs would no doubt lament the fact
that while roughly 70,000 Salvadoran men, women
and children were killed throughout the war, it took
their own murders to create enough cognitive disson-
ance for the US government to question its foreign
policy in El Salvador seriously. Throughout their
lives, the martyrs leveraged their power to give voice
to the people’s struggle for agency and economic just-
ice, and they exposed state-sanctioned violence and
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torture. They believed deeply in the equal value of all
human life, yet, ironically, it took their ‘high profile’
deaths to stem the flow of aid that had been sponsor-
ing the gross human rights violations they had
denounced all along.

The martyrs’ legacy lives on in the work of those who
continue to struggle for the protection of human
rights in El Salvador. They preached a theology of
liberation, one that does not ask a suffering people to
accept their plight humbly and to wait for heavenly
salvation. Rather, theirs is a theology that favours the
poor and calls for active participation in the creation
of the kingdom of God on earth, in which all human
beings live with dignity and in right relationship with
one another and with creation. Not surprisingly, this
‘radical’ interpretation of the gospel message has not
been an easy pill to swallow for those (in the Church
and in society at large) wedded to wealth, power and
control. Thus, the martyrs’ faces have been painted
and white-washed again and again in the tug of war
between truth and power that plays out visibly on
church walls in EI Salvador, and invisibly in the forces
of structural and cultural violence that have continued
to permeate Salvadoran society since the signing of
the ‘peace accords’ in 1992.

In the field of peace studies, the widely used term
‘post-conflict’ has been deemed by many to be a
misnomer at best. In El Salvador, there was no such
‘post-conflict’ period; rather, the conflict simply
transformed. Many Salvadorans acknowledge that
they currently live in a state of war. In the words of
Carolyn Cohn, in her book Women and Wars,
following an armed conflict:

The social fabric of community and nation will
take painstaking reweaving, the wounded bodies
and psyches of both fighters and their victims
may be beyond repair or require years of careful
tending. Ex-combatants trained to kill with gun
or machete, to destroy what they fear and take
what they want, represent an enduring threat to
family and community unless psyches are healed,
nonviolence is (re)learned, and means of
livelihood are found."

There was no such ‘painstaking reweaving [of] woun-
ded bodies and psyches’ in El Salvador. The perpetrat-
ors (and funders) of the war crimes in El Salvador still
have general amnesty (though the Jesuit murders are
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now under investigation in Spain’, and the Salvador-
an Supreme Court recently agreed to hear challenges
to the amnesty law®). Amidst this climate of ‘amne-
sty,” which felt to many victims more like a climate of
utter invisibility, Salvadorans have been expected to
pick up the pieces of their lives and hearts and
continue to survive.

Since the signing of the peace accords, mass deportat-
ions of Salvadoran refugees from Los Angeles (many
of whom had joined the LA-based 18" Street and
Mara Salvatrucha gangs), combined with collective
trauma, unemployment and an abundance of arms,
set the stage for an informal economy in drug trading
and organised crime. Meanwhile, the right wing
ARENA party, who were in power until 2009, wasted
no time in complying with the US neoliberal econom-
ic agenda, and the Salvadoran economy was dollarised
by 2001 (producing inflation rates that are a contin-
uing burden on Salvadorans). In 2005, the Central
American Free Trade Agreement was signed into law,
which has made it exceedingly difficult for Salvadoran
farmers to compete in their own national (let alone
international) market. The agreement gives private
industries, such as mining companies, the power to
extract raw materials even if the Salvadoran people
and government protest such initiatives on environ-
mental grounds (which has led to a highly publicised,
controversial lawsuit between the Salvadoran govern-
ment and Pacific Rim gold mining company).

This economic restructuring has benefited Salvadoran
elites and transnational corporations, while the major-
ity of the population has continued to struggle to sur-
vive in the context of great poverty, exploitation and
environmental degradation.’ As profit is prioritised
over human security and environmental protection on
a global scale, the Salvadoran poor are routinely and
disproportionately affected by not-so-natural disasters
thanks to climate change, deforestation and substan-
dard housing that is consistently reconstructed in
high-risk areas.

Faced with this stark economic reality and a general
climate of fear and mistrust, many Salvadorans have
made the dangerous journey to migrate to the US,
only to be met with discrimination and a new host of
challenges. Currently, there are approximately 2
million Salvadorans living in the US, which is equiv-
alent to one third of the population of Salvadorans
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living in El Salvador. An increasing number of Salvad-
orans who remain in El Salvador (some estimate as
many as 60,000) have joined criminal organisations,
whose resolve and structure have strengthened in res-
ponse to the hard-fisted security measures designed to
weaken them. Though the left-wing FMLN party has
been in power in El Salvador since 2009, the country
continues to be a pawn of hegemonic, neoliberal agen-
das, and has become increasingly militarised. The two
go hand-in-hand: in a country with a history of econ-
omic exploitation and armed resistance, repression is
required in order to ensure the stability necessary to
‘encourage foreign investment’ and keep human rights
activists at bay, while conveniently attributing their
murders and disappearances to ‘gang violence.”® ‘Coll-
ateral damage’ of the macho, hard-fisted security appr-
oach combined with an existing machismo culture can
be noted in an increase in domestic violence and start-
ling femicide rates in recent years’ — though much
gender-based violence goes unreported, or unaddress-
ed when reported in El Salvador’s swamped legal
system that is roughly five years backlogged when it
comes to rape cases.

The ‘war on communists’, in the middle of which the
Jesuit martyrs found themselves, has simply morphed
into the ‘war on drugs’ in the spirit of continued milit-
arisation and control of the region. The Central Am-
erican Regional Security Initiative (CARSI) founded
by the Bush administration in 2008 has poured $574
million into warlike drug interdiction and law enfor-
cement, despite human rights’ organisations docum-
entation of extrajudicial Killings and torture at the
hands of law enforcement officials.® The military now
controls many civilian police posts, and President
Obama has renewed and expanded CARSI, despite its
abysmal track record. As a result of these punitive eff-
orts, homicide rates have skyrocketed in El Salvador,
Guatemala and Honduras. The icing on the cake, as
far as militarisation is concerned, is the little-known
fact that in addition to militarising their own country,
US-trained Salvadoran soldiers have also been
deployed in recent US military interventions in Iraq
and Afghanistan.’ They have been sent to the Middle
East to search for terrorists and weapons of mass
destruction, while small arms continue to flow from
the US into the hands of both narco-traffickers and
law enforcement officials alike in their own country,
creating ever-greater insecurity, tragic loss and terror.
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One might ask: where is the Catholic Church in the
midst of such great suffering and injustice? How is
the Church keeping the martyrs’ work alive? The sad
truth is that aside from the Christian Base Commun-
ities (which are ostracised from the Church yet are
still actively working for justice in El Salvador), the
Church has in general become increasingly conserv-
ative. Through Tutela Legal (a human rights and legal
aid office for the poor and oppressed, founded by
Archbishop Oscar Romero before the war), those in
the Church who were committed to social justice (alb-
eit the minority) advocated tirelessly for the protecti-
on of the rights of the marginalised, and demanded
investigations into incidents such as the massacre of
El Mozote. However, in 2013, Archbishop Jose Luis
Escobar Alas of San Salvador closed the office unexpe-
ctedly. Mauricio Funes, El Salvador’s president at the
time, stated in regard to the closure: “The Catholic
Church, and especially the Archbishop of San Salv-
ador, are not determined to accompany the just causes
» 10

of the people’.

According to Father Ignacio Ellacuria (one of the Jes-
uit martyrs and rector of the University of Central
America at the time of his death), ‘the crucified peo-
ple’ are the suffering poor in the world and the ones
that ‘bear the weight of the world’s sin’ Who are
these crucified people today who are paying the price
for the world’s sin? Having spent four years accompa-
nying incarcerated minors in Salvadoran detention
centres, | consider the young foot soldiers in the gangs
to number among the crucified people of today. As
part of the ‘war on drugs’ propaganda, we see images
of tattooed youth flashing gang signs and holding aut-
omatic weapons, and we are expected to internalise
the notion that they, in fact, are the problem — the
sinners. Yet their actions and decisions cannot be sep-
arated from ‘the sins of the world’ which include all of
us (myself included) who prop up the systems of stru-
ctural violence that create the conditions ripe for
hopelessness, desperation and organised crime on the
margins. | am certain that if the martyrs were alive
today, they would speak out against the continued
economic injustices in El Salvador, the expansion of
the military industrial complex that profits from
human insecurity, and the punitive justice system
which cages those whose crimes (though barbaric) are
often the screaming expressions of their inherited
traumas and their search for belonging while buried
beneath layers of structural violence.
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I do not want this piece to be an aggravating article
that details all of the problems and neglects the solut-
ions. As vast and complex as the problems may be,
they must not immobilise us. We must seek ways to
transform conflicts by envisioning our way into a
world where accountability, relationship and human
security are valued above profit, power and the end-
less accumulation of amenities that distract us from
life as it unfolds before us. Deep-seeded change will
not happen in a matter of weeks or years, it will take
the work of lifetimes. If we choose to distance oursel-
ves from the struggles for justice taking place in El
Salvador, in our home countries, and in every corner
of the globe, we are denying the fact that we are alre-
ady intricately implicated in this struggle. From a
faith perspective, we all belong to one another as sist-
ers and brothers; from a global systems perspective,
we are all interconnected. We must imagine and act
our way into a different kind of shared future, rather
than sitting idly by as oppressive economic policies
and ‘security’ measures are carried out in our names.
There are plenty of positive deviants who are already
living their way into this new, restorative future.®
Find them. Form community. You name the issue; it
needs attention, at the grassroots and structural level.
Refuse to believe that human security will be achieved
through the barrel of a gun. Challenge trickle-down
economic narratives near you. Get close enough to the
margins that the urgency of ‘their’ struggle becomes
your lifelong struggle. Think strategically. Love whole
-heartedly. Leverage your collective power. And with
the courage and wisdom of the martyrs, notice
oppression embedded in the very structures that seek
to normalise it, and then join the struggle to denounce
and dismantle it, and to create something life-giving
in its place.

Jennifer E. Knapp is Co-founder of Proyecto Cuentame, a
creative writing initiative with incarcerated Salvadoran
youth, and co-author of Beneath a Gangster's Mask:
Poems and Reflections by Incarcerated Youth in El
Salvador and Duras Lecciones: Poems and Reflections
by Incarcerated Young Women in El Salvador.
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