Think, love, challenge:
The Jesuit martyrs’ legacy
Jennifer E. Knapp
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.
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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
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
and white-washed again and again in the tug of war
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Carolyn Cohn, in her book Women and Wars,
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d
rators (and funders) of the war crimes in El Salvador still
have general amnesty (though the Jesuit murders are

now under investigation in Spain2, and the Salvadoran Supreme Court recently agreed to hear challenges
to the amnesty law3
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 deportations of Salvadoran refugees from Los Angeles (many
of whom had joined the LA-based 18th 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 economic agenda, and the Salvadoran economy was dollarised
by 2001 (producing inflation rates that are a continuing 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 environmental grounds (which has led to a highly publicised,
controversial lawsuit between the Salvadoran government and Pacific Rim gold mining company4).
This economic restructuring has benefited Salvadoran
elites and transnational corporations, while the majority of the population has continued to struggle to survive in the context of great poverty, exploitation and
environmental degradation.5 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 substandard 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 equivalent to one third of the population of Salvadorans
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living in El Salvador. An increasing number of Salvadorans who remain in El Salvador (some estimate as
many as 60,000) have joined criminal organisations,
whose resolve and structure have strengthened in response 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 agendas, and has become increasingly militarised. The two
go hand-in-hand: in a country with a history of economic exploitation and armed resistance, repression is
required in order to ensure the stability necessary to
activists at bay, while conveniently attributing their
6
mur
at
-fisted security approach combined with an existing machismo culture can
be noted in an increase in domestic violence and startling femicide rates in recent years7 though much
gender-based violence goes unreported, or unaddresslegal
system that is roughly five years backlogged when it
comes to rape cases.

Jesuit martyrs found themselves, has simply morphed
arisation and control of the region. The Central American Regional Security Initiative (CARSI) founded
by the Bush administration in 2008 has poured $574
million into warlike drug interdiction and law enforce
mentation of extrajudicial killings and torture at the
hands of law enforcement officials.8 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 efforts, 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.9 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.

One might ask: where is the Catholic Church in the
midst of such great suffering and injustice? How is
the Church ke
truth is that aside from the Christian Base Communities (which are ostracised from the Church yet are
still actively working for justice in El Salvador), the
Church has in general become increasingly conservative. 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 (albeit the minority) advocated tirelessly for the protection 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 unexpec
ident at the
Church, and especially the Archbishop of San Salvador, are not determined to accompany the just causes
10

According to Father Ignacio Ellacuría (one of the Jesuit martyrs and rector of the University of Central
Amer
11

Who are
these crucified people today who are paying the price
fo
anying incarcerated minors in Salvadoran detention
centres, I consider the young foot soldiers in the gangs
to number among the crucified people of today. As
e images
of tattooed youth flashing gang signs and holding automatic 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 separ
us (myself included) who prop up the systems of structural violence that create the conditions ripe for
hopelessness, desperation and organised crime on the
margins. I 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 solutions. 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 endless 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 ourselves 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 already intricately implicated in this struggle. From a
faith perspective, we all belong to one another as sisters 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
There are plenty of positive deviants who are already
living their way into this new, restorative future.12
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
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.
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