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Dear Friends,
Thank you for your interest in joining the SHARE Foundation as we commemorate the 30th
Anniversary of the martyrdom of the four U.S. Churchwomen in El Salvador. On December 2nd,
1980, Dorothy Kazel, Maura Clarke, Ita Ford and Jean Donovan were brutally murdered by the
Salvadoran military for their work and dedication to the poor. They dedicated their lives to
accompanying the children and families who had fallen victim to the escalating violence and
oppression that eventually brought about the civil war. Ita Ford talks about this accompaniment as
she writes:
"Am I willing to suffer with the people here, the suffering of the powerless, the feeling impotent?
Can I say to my neighbors  I have no solutions to this situation; I don't know the answers, but I will
walk with you, search with you, be with you. Can I let myself be evangelized by this opportunity?
Can I look at and accept my own poorness as I learn it from the poor ones?"

In 1981, the SHARE Foundation formed as a group of North Americans dedicated to carrying on
the legacy of Dorothy, Maura, Ita and Jean in accompanying the Salvadoran people as the civil war
continued. Nearly thirty years later, we continue to support the Salvadoran people with a special
emphasis on women's development and empowerment.
On this 30th anniversary, SHARE wishes to commemorate these four women and celebrate their
legacy by remembering ALL of the women who dedicated their lives to working for justice in El
Salvador. And the struggle for justice continues:
•

The femicide rate is higher in El Salvador than in almost all other Latin American and Caribbean
nations. In El Salvador, a woman is violently killed every 12 hours

•

Lack of jobs and education has forced many young Salvadoran women—unskilled, uneducated, often
single mothers—to seek jobs in sweatshops and factories, where their desperate situation leaves them
very susceptible to exploitation, low wages, and the ongoing violation of their basic human.

•

The increasing lack of opportunities and resources has pushed millions of Salvadorans to the US.
Often, women are left behind to care for families. The many women and girls that make the journey
north are especially vulnerable to sexual violence and human trafficking.

In the spirit of Jean, Dorothy, Ita and Maura, we hope to raise awareness about injustices against
women while partnering with groups working for women's rights and empowerment, including:
ORMUSA (Organization of Salvadoran Women for Peace) in their campaign against femicide; the
IMU (Institute of the Woman) in supporting scholarships for young women; the Women's Cattle
Cooperative, working collectively to sustain themselves and their families; and the Pequeña
Comunidad, a base community dedicated to accompanying the poor in the Lower Lempa Region of
El Salvador.
We hope you will join us in commemorating the four churchwomen, celebrating their legacy and
raising awareness about current women's issues. This packet provides resources to educate,
commemorate, and take action. We invite you to use it as best fits your community, church or
school.
If you have any questions or would like support or accompaniment in planning and carrying out
your gathering, please contact me at laura@shareelsalvador.org. Thank you for your commitment to
the people of El Salvador.
In solidarity,
Laura Hersbherger,
The SHARE Foundation
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Biographies of the Dorothy, Jean, Ita and Maura
courtesy of Interreligious Task Force of Cleveland

Sr. Dorothy Kazel
Dorothy Kazel was born on June 30,1939, and joined the Ursuline Sisters, a
teaching order in Cleveland, in 1960. Before entering religious life, she was
engaged to be married. Feeling called to the life of a religious, she
postponed her marriage in order to test her calling. She remained with the
Ursulines until her death.
Dorothy taught for seven years in Cleveland and later became involved in
ecumenical and interracial community programs in the city. At a 1968
community retreat, another sister remembers Dorothy saying that she wanted to be remembered as
"an alleluia from head to foot."
In 1974 Dorothy joined the diocese of Cleveland's mission team in El Salvador. The team consisted
of nine members working in three parishes. Their main tasks involved visiting the homes of
parishioners and preparing people for the sacraments. Her brother James said of Dorothy's decision,
"She wanted to work with the people who didn't have the advantages of the people in the United
States. She wanted to spread the Gospel to people who needed help."
But by the late 1970's, the increased repression and political violence was changing the character of
the team's work. Explained Maryknoll priest Stephen T. DeMott, "Dorothy spent more and more
time transporting homeless people, especially women and children, to the refugee centers. She
wrote home about the corpses that daily were being found along the roadsides and described the
mutilations as 'sick, demonic.'"
Sr. Sheila Marie Tobbe, OSU, a friend and visitor to El Salvador, said of the work of Dorothy and
her companion Jean Donovan, "They went to El Salvador, a country named after the Savior of the
World, to preach the good news to the poor. They trained catechists, assisted in the formation of
Basic Christian Communities, carried out sacramental preparation programs, and oversaw the
distribution of Catholic Relief aid and Caritas food supplies." They were also "engaged in working
with refugees: securing food and medical supplies, finding shelters for them, taking the sick and
wounded to medical clinics. They were unable to take the wounded to governmentsponsored
hospitals for fear that these innocent victims would be killed right there in the hospital...In the
process of these duties, they fell in love with the beauty and warmth of the Salvadoran people"
(reflection, December 14,1980).
This cruel reality deeply affected Dorothy's understanding and experience of her own faith as she
shared the suffering of the people and accompanied them in their grief and in their hope. In a
November 1980 letter, she wrote of El Salvador that it is a country "writhing in pain  a country that
daily faces the loss of so many of its people  and yet a country that is waiting, hoping, yearning for
peace. The steadfast faith and courage our leaders have to continue preaching the Word of the Lord
even though it may mean 'laying down your life' in the very REAL sense is always a point of
admiration and a vivid realization that JESUS is HERE with us. Yes, we have a sense of waiting,
hoping, and yearning for a complete realization of the Kingdom, and yet we know it will come
because we can celebrate Him here right now."
While the danger of the repression was closing in on the mission team, Dorothy and the others
wrestled with what they should do. On October 3, she wrote to a friend, "We talked quite a bit today
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about what happens IF something begins. Most of us feel we would want to stay here...We wouldn't
want to just run out on the people...I thought I should say this to you because I don't want to say it to
anyone else  because I don't think they would understand. Anyway, my beloved friend, just know
how I feel and 'treasure it in your heart.' If a day comes when others will have to understand, please
explain it for me."
That same month, Dorothy wrote a letter to Sr. Theresa Kane, a member of the leadership team for
the Sisters of Mercy. She was responding to an article she had read about a talk given by Theresa to
the Leadership Conference of Women Religious. She wrote: "I was especially impressed with what
you had to say about the 'middle class nature of US nuns' work'  and how important it is to serve the
poor and oppressed. I believe that wholeheartedly  that's why I'm here in El Salvador. I should be
coming back to the states next year  it will be then that I face a greater challenge...Within this past
year I had been fortunate to meet women theologians...They, along with the little I've actually read
about you, do give me the hope that the reign of God is making headway  and for this I am grateful.
Do continue to be Spiritfilled and challenging. Please keep the people of El Salvador before the
Lord as we are literally living in a time of persecution and in need of his strength."
Dorothy never made it back to the US. On the evening of December 2,1980, she and Jean Donovan
got into their van and drove to the airport outside San Salvador to pick up the Maryknoll Sisters
returning from their regional assembly in Managua.

Jean Donovan
Jean Donovan, the youngest of the four church women killed on December
2,1980, was born on April 10,1953. She was the younger of two children and
raised in an uppermiddle class family in Westport, Connecticut. Her father,
Raymond, was an executive engineer, and later chief of design, at the nearby
Sikorsky Aircraft Division of the United Technologies, a large defense
contractor for the US and manufacturer of helicopters used in the Vietnam War.
Jean was very close to her brother Michael and was deeply affected when he
was struck with Hodgkins disease, from which he made a complete recovery.
The experience of the disease and his courageous battle to conquer it left a
strong impression on Jean and, as she said later, gave her a deeper sense of the preciousness of life.
Jean received a masters degree in business administration from Case Western Reserve University,
then took a job as management consultant for an accounting firm in Cleveland. She was on her way
to a successful business career.
Not the shy or withdrawn type, Jean was described by friends as outgoing, a "driver,", a "joker,"
who often did outrageous things to get attention. Her mother, Patricia, described her as "a gutsy,
loving, caring person." She loved riding her motorcycle and was once known for pouring scotch, her
drink of choice, over her cereal in the morning. Her spirit and generosity drew loyal friends who
later were left to grapple with the choices Jean made.
But Jean was not content and began a search for some deeper meaning in life. While volunteering in
the Cleveland Diocese Youth Ministry with the poor, she heard about the diocesan mission project
in El Salvador. It was what she was looking for.
Jean attributed her decision to "a gut feeling," and said "I want to get closer to Him, and that's the
only way I think I can."
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The director of the mission program, Maryknoll Sister Mary Anne O'Donnell, described Jean as
intelligent, loving and apostolic and believed that, despite (or because of?) her funloving, hard
living ways, she had the signs of being a good missioner.
Jean had also been much affected by time she had spent in Ireland as an exchange student, where a
priest who befriended her, Fr. Michael Crowley, a former missionary in Peru, introduced her to a
different world, a world of the poor and a life of faith committed to a more radical following of the
example of Jesus of Nazareth. Jean was haunted by what she experienced there, and this brought her
to question the values of her own life.
After her training, including a stint at Maryknoll, Jean arrived in El Salvador in July 1979, a time
when the repression was intensifying and the church had become a major target. She became Caritas
coordinator for the diocesan mission program. In addition to keeping the books, she worked in La
Libertad with Dorothy Kazel, distributing food for the poor and the refugees and carrying out family
education programs. Her mother Patricia said of her work, "Jean took her commitment to the
campesinos very seriously. She was strongly motivated by St. Francis of Assisi and by Archbishop
Oscar Romero. She translated God's teachings into clothing for the poor, feeding the hungry, and
caring for the wounded refugees  mainly children  who had lost what little they had..."
As for the people of La Libertad, they loved Jean Donovan and dubbed her, "St. Jean the Playful."
Jean was very devoted to Msgr. Romero, often coming to the cathedral on Sundays to hear his
homilies which at that time were the only source of news and truth left in El Salvador. After his
assassination, Jean and Dorothy were among those who took turns keeping vigil at his coffin. And
they were present in the cathedral when the overflow crowd in the plaza attending his funeral on
March 30,1980, was attacked by security forces, resulting in a panicked stampede. The massacre left
44 dead and hundreds of wounded. As Jean sat crowded among the desperate people who fled into
the cathedral for safety, she fully believed that she might die that day.
The repression touched her in other very personal ways. Friends were killed by death squads. She
witnessed one such killing.
In the fall of 1980 Jean took a break from this tense reality to attend the wedding of a friend in
Ireland. There she was reunited for a time with her fiance, Dr. Douglas Cable. Many of her friends
tried to persuade her to leave El Salvador, but she comforted them with the quip, "They don't kill
blondhaired, blueeyed North Americans."
In fact, she and Dorothy often used their very visible presence to accompany people in danger, or to
get supplies into areas not accessible to others. They became a wellknown sight, driving along the
countryside in their mission van.
As the violence engulfed the country, Jean felt the personal challenge of trying to cope, to
understand what was happening. It tested her faith. "I think that the hardship one endures maybe is
God's way of taking you out into the desert and to prepare you to meet and love him more fully."
And while she had been a loyal patriotic Republican, she also saw the direct connection between the
violence in El Salvador and the policies of the US. Ronald Reagan won the presidential election in
November 1980 promising a strong stand against "Communism." The Salvadoran government got
the message.
Wrote Patricia, "Things grew progressively worse in El Salvador after the United States
election...The military believed they were given a blank check  no restrictions. In light of what
happened, who's to say they weren't? Jean had told us that she feared there would be a bloodbath in
El Salvador."
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Two weeks before she was murdered, with the bloodbath already begun, she wrote to a friend in
Connecticut: "Several times I have decided to leave El Salvador. I almost could except for the
children, the poor bruised victims of this insanity. Who would care for them? Whose heart would be
so staunch as to favor the reasonable thing in a sea of their tears and helplessness. Not mine, dear
friend, not mine."
For the family of Jean Donovan, her death was an indescribable blow. When she had first told them
she was going to El Salvador, they had to pull out a map to find out where it was. Now they had lost
their only daughter in this tiny country that had become a major focus of US foreign policy.
But Jean's death was not the only blow; following her death they had to deal with what for them
became the betrayal by the very government they thought embodied values of justice and political
good. As they approached the State Department for information, they were treated coolly, then with
hostility. Eventually they were told to stop bothering State Department officials. In April 1981, at a
hearing before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, all but one Republican Senator left the
room when Michael appeared to testify.
The final insult came when the Donovans received a bill from the State Department for $3,500 for
the return of Jean's body to the US.
The scandal of the way the US government treated this case, including Reagan administration
officials accusing the women of "running a roadblock," of engaging in "an exchange of fire," of
being "not just nuns...but political activists," enraged the Donovans and other families of the
women.
As levels of US military aid escalated, Jean's mother wrote, "Jean deserves, at the very least, that
her native land not reward her killers."
The head of the National Guard, whose troops were responsible for the murders, Gen. Eugenio
Vides Casanova, went on to become Minister of Defense under the "democratic" government of
José Napoleon Duarte (198489).
Jean's time in El Salvador led her to those fundamental challenges of the meaning of life, of faith, in
a world torn by injustice and violence against the poorest, the most vulnerable. It was a personal
challenge.
"I'm 26 years old. I should be married. I shouldn't be running around doing all of these things. But
then I think, I've got so many things I want to do. It's hard when I see my friends getting married
and having babies, that's something I've thought about...am I ever going to have kids? Sometimes I
wonder if I'm denying that to myself. I really don't want to, but that's maybe what I'm doing. And
then I sit there and talk to God and say, why are you doing this to me? Why can't I just be your little
suburban housewife? He hasn't answered yet."
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Sr. Ita Ford
Ita Ford was born in Brooklyn, New York on April 23,1940. After
college at Marymount, she joined the Maryknoll Sisters in 1961. Health
problems forced her to leave after three years. This was a difficult
personal trial for Ita as she saw her plans for her life derailed.
However, after seven years working as an editor for a publishing
company, she reapplied in 1971 and was accepted. In 1973 she was
assigned to Chile, arriving there only a few months before the September
11,1973, USbacked military coup that overthrew the democratically
elected government of Salvador Allende.
The following years were bitter ones for Chile. Thousands of people, suspected government
opponents, were rounded up and killed or disappeared. Thousands more endured torture and
imprisonment. Ita lived in a poor shantytown of Santiago with Sr. Carla Piette. There the sisters
ministered to the needs of the people during the time of repression, fear, and increased misery for
the poor.
Her years in Chile had a profound impact on Ita. In 1977, coping with feelings of inadequacy in the
face of the harsh reality, she wrote, "Am I willing to suffer with the people here, the suffering of the
powerless, the feeling impotent? Can I say to my neighbors  I have no solutions to this situation; I
don't know the answers, but I will walk with you, search with you, be with you. Can I let myself be
evangelized by this opportunity? Can I look at and accept my own poorness as I learn it from the
poor ones?"
But even in the midst of this anguished searching, Ita was known for her lively and generous spirit.
Maryknoll friends said of her, "Ita's buoyant personality, her wit, her sense of humor and fun were
striking contrast to the suffering and pain she experienced throughout her life. Her twinkling eyes
and elfin grin would surface irrepressibly even in the midst of poverty and sorrow."
In 1980 Ita and Carla responded to a call for help from El Salvador's Archbishop Oscar Romero.
While they were en route to their new mission, they learned of Romero's assassination, March
24,1980. They entered into the martyred church of El Salvador.
In June of that year, the two sisters began working with the Emergency Refugee Committee in
Chalatenango. In this work Ita saw firsthand the Salvadoran reality, working with the homeless, the
persecuted, the victims of savage repression and counterinsurgency war, the violence of a military
dictatorship determined to wipe out any trace of opposition with incredible ruthlessness.
Ita and Carla wrote to Maryknoll President Melinda Roper, "Since the death of Monsignor Romero
the news coverage on Salvador has declined to almost nothing. The Committee fears that decisive
action will be taken by our [US] government under the guise of 'stopping communism'  and that all
of Central America will be involved if it happens. It's a heavy scene  but if we have a preferential
option for the poor as well as a commitment for justice as a basis for the coming of the Kingdom,
we're going to have to take sides in El Salvador  correction  we have."
On August 23 Carla and Ita took their jeep to pick up a political prisoner and take him home  a
service they often performed for those whose lives were threatened with violence. On the way back
from his house, they were caught in a flash flood as they were crossing a river. Carla pushed Ita out
a window. As the rampaging water carried her downstream, Ita remembered praying, "Receive me,
Lord, I'm coming." Finally she managed to grab onto a branch and pull herself to the river bank.
Carla's body was found the next morning. For Ita the impact of the loss of her dearest friend was
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profound, and left her with the question of why she had been spared. A catechist working with Basic
Christian Communities, Hna. Noemí Ortiz, spoke of visiting Ita after the tragedy.
"After we rescued Ita from the waters, I remember Ita [lying] on the bed and we were all around her,
and she was sharing the following with us. She said that Carla had just written a letter to a friend
saying, 'I do feel, and today I can say, now I have a heart of flesh.' And Ita said, 'You're right, we do
have hearts of flesh now. The Salvadoran people have converted us'."
Following Carla's death, Sr. Maura Clarke, already in El Salvador to explore the possibility of
working there, became Ita's new partner in the refugee work in Chalatenango.
Maura was a great personal support for Ita, and Maura said of her new colleague, "Ita is a powerful
example, a blessing to be with her."
But real healing came for Ita at a fiveday regional assembly of Maryknoll Sisters which took place
on the Thanksgiving weekend. It was there that friends said they saw her old spirit returning.
At the closing liturgy on December 1, Ita read a passage from one of Romero's final homilies:
"Christ invites us not to fear persecution because, believe me, brothers and sisters, the one who is
committed to the poor must run the same fate as the poor, and in El Salvador we know what the fate
of the poor signifies: to disappear, be tortured, to be held captive  and to be found dead."
The following day, December 2,1980, she and Maura boarded a plane to return to El Salvador.

Sr. Maura Clarke
Maura Clarke was born on January 13,1931, and lived in Queens, New
York. She joined Maryknoll in 1950. In 1959 she was sent to Nicaragua
where she taught school and did pastoral work in a Capuchin parish in
Siuna, a remote city in eastern Nicaragua.
In the early 1970's she was working in a parish in the capital city of
Managua and was there at the time of the devastating earthquake of 1972.
Managua was hit hard; an estimated 1020,000 people were killed.
Trapped on an upper floor of the parish house, the Maryknoll Sisters
climbed down through a window with a rope of sheets and immediately
began ministering to the wounded and digging out the bodies of the dead.
Friends said of Maura, "She was outstanding in her generosity...She would give whatever she had to
the poor. She was accustomed to living in poverty." Others said she was "supportive...always saw
the good in others...was very gentle...could always make those whose lives she touched feel loved."
In Nicaragua, she was known by the people as "the angel of our land."
In 1977 Maura returned to the US to take her turn doing the work of mission and vocation
promotion. Traveling in various parts of the country with the Maryknoll Sisters World Awareness
Team, she once said of this task, "I see in this work a channel for awakening real concern for the
victims of injustice in today's world; a means to work for change, and to share...deep concern for the
sufferings of the poor and marginated, the nonpersons of our human family."
Maura was not in Nicaragua for the July 19,1979, fall of the Somoza dictatorship, but she greeted
the news with joy. After 20 years in the country, she knew only too well the full impact of a military
dictatorship on the lives of the people. And she saw with her own eyes how the international relief
that came into the country after the earthquake ended up in the pockets of the dictator, his family
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and friends among the elite. Meanwhile, the lives of the poor, especially in the devastated capital,
became more desperate.
She returned for a visit in 1980, in time for the first anniversary celebration of the victory. She was
described as "bubbling with joy" at the spirit she found upon her return, a spirit of incredible relief,
of hope and freedom after the 45year Somoza dynasty. And she was happy to be back with her
friends of 20 long years.
But Maura had also been pondering the appeal of Archbishop Romero for help in El Salvador. On
August 5, just two and a half weeks before the death of Sr. Carla Piette, Maura Clark went to El
Salvador to explore the possibility of working there. It was a hard decision  to leave behind 20 years
of relationships in Nicaragua at such an exciting moment in its history, and to take on the human
and pastoral challenge of El Salvador in a time of persecution. After Carla's death on August 23
Maura decided to take her place working at Ita's side.
She was quickly immersed in the emergency work among the victims of the repression. "We have
the refugees, women and children, outside our door and some of their stories are incredible. What is
happening here is all so impossible, but happening. The endurance of the poor and their faith
through this terrible pain is constantly pulling me to a deeper faith response."
The days were often difficult and the internal struggle radically challenging. "My fear of death is
being challenged constantly as children, lovely young girls, old people are being shot and some cut
up with machetes and bodies thrown by the road and people prohibited from burying them. A loving
Father must have a new life of unimaginable joy and peace prepared for these precious unknown,
uncelebrated martyrs.
"One cries out: Lord how long? And then too what creeps into my mind is the little fear, or big, that
when it touches me very personally, will I be faithful?"
Maura decided she would stay in El Salvador. She and Ita, and two other Maryknoll Sisters working
in El Salvador, travelled in November to Nicaragua for the regional assembly. It was there that
Maura affirmed her commitment before all the Maryknoll Sisters of the Central America region.
She said she would remain in El Salvador, "to search out the missing, pray with the families of
prisoners, bury the dead, and work with the people in their struggle to break out of the bonds of
oppression, poverty, and violence" (words written by friends of Maura). She told them the days
would be difficult and dangerous, but assured the other sisters of her "certain confidence in God's
loving care of her, Ita, and all the people."
"I want to stay on now," she wrote. "I believe now that this is right...Here I am starting from scratch
but it must be His plan and He is teaching me and there is real peace in spite of many frustrations
and the terror around us and the work, etc. God is very present in His seeming absence." The day
following the assembly, Maura gave her all, even her very life, for the people of El Salvador.
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El Salvador: Past and Present
Originally populated by the Pipil and Lenca Indians, El Salvador was colonized by the Spanish over
five hundred years ago. In the centuries that followed, a small landowning
elite held control of the country while the large majority of peasants,
campesinos, worked in deplorable conditions to harvest the major export
crops of indigo, coffee and sugarcane. In 1932, a group of indigenous
peasants revolted in a quest to gain the right to own land, and were brutally
massacred by the new military dictatorship, almost completely destroying
indigenous culture and pushing it far underground. In the 1970's, rural
peasants, student groups, labor unions, teachers began to organize once
again to demand their rights through regime after regime of military
governments. The violent oppression that followed led to a twelve year
civil war, lasting from 19801992, between the FMLN guerrilla forces and
the U.S. backed Salvadoran military. During the civil war, over 75,000
civilians were brutally tortured, disappeared, killed and massacred.
After the signing of the peace accords in 1992, the FMLN was transformed into a political party and
security forces were dissolved, replaced by a new security force made up from soldiers on both
sides. Thousands of refugees returned to their homes or to newly
populated communities to begin to rebuild their lives. For twenty
years, the far rightwing party ARENA ran the country, establishing
neoliberal policies that would negatively impact the majority of the
Salvadoran population. Immigration, which began en masse during
the war, to the United States increased, with an estimated two and a
half million Salvadorans, many economic refugees, now living in the
United States. Gang violence began as large numbers of Salvadoran
immigrants who had fled during the war and joined gangs in Los
Angeles were deported back to El Salvador. Government response to the gang violence was a harsh
crackdown on Salvadoran youth, especially those living in poor urban communities. A free trade
agreement signed with the United States in 2005, CAFTA, opened the door for US companies to
flood the Salvadoran market with less expensive goods, worsening the agricultural crisis and
deepening rural poverty. Environmental degradation, beginning with the deforestation of El
Salvador under Spanish rule and continued today by foreign transnationals, including mining
companies, has led to community resistance and violence.
Despite the many problems facing their country, Salvadorans
"siguen adelante" or continue forward with great dedication
and hope. In 2009, Mauricio Funes took office to become
the first leftist president of El Salvador. While a great
achievement for the Salvadoran people, the struggle for
justice continues... The spirit of Oscar Romero, the UCA
Jesuits and countless other who dedicated their lives to
defending human rights and seeking justice lives on through
the Salvadoran people today, as they struggle for a more just
world.
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Ideas for Commemorating the Four US Churchwomen
and the struggle for women's justice today
•

Plan a Women Stations of the Cross in your community,
church or school. (included on page 15)

•

Hold a showing of Roses in December, Justice and the
Generals or Return to El Salvador. Begin the event by
showing the SHARE video Remembering Women and passing
out one or all of the reading materials (video on youtube).
End the event by having a collection for SHARE women’s
projects

•

Set up a table at your church, school or community center, sell
baked goods, homemade Christmas ornaments or roses, to
raise money for SHARE women’s projects, pass out reading
materials to all who stop by

•

Make an announcement after your worship service, as part of
your school's morning announcements or in your local newspaper or community newsletter.
When possible ask for a moment of silence to remember the four churchwomen and all
women in El Salvador and around the world who lived and died for justice

•

Show the Remembering Women youtube video at the end of your church service or in your
classroom. Read the story of the US Churchwomen. Hold a moment of silence. Ask the
group (size permitting) to say aloud a prayer or intention for a woman they know, or an issue
affecting women today

•

Hold a roundtable discussion; read the story of the Churchwomen and talk about their
legacy. Pass out article about feminicide in El Salvador, and talk about women’s issues in
your community. Encourage participants to donate or promote one of the five women’s
projects.

•

Send out an email to friends and family informing them of why this anniversary is important
to you. Ask for your family and friends to make a donation to one of our women’s projects in
place of a Christmas present.
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A Prayer for Social Justice

“We must practice the presence of God.
God, we pray that Your Spirit may rule over all
He said that when two or three are gathered
things.
together, there He is in the midst of them. He is
with us in our kitchens, at our tables, in our
May Your Spirit rule over kings and presidents
breadlines, with our visitors, on our farms.
over prime ministers and generals
When we pray for out material needs, it
over CEOs and party bosses
brings us closer to His humanity. He, too, needed
over the legislature and over the bureaucrats
food and shelter. He, too, warmed His hands at a
over all citizens.
fire and lay down in a boat to sleep. When we
have spiritual reading at meals, when we pray the
May Your Spirit guide us on the way of peace
Rosary at night, when we have study groups,
on the way of honest dialogue
forums…Christ is there with us.
on the way of reconciliation between peoples
What we do is very little. But it is like the
on the way of disarmament and justice
little boy with a few loaves and fishes. Christ took
on the way of freedom and life for all.
that little and increased it. He will do the rest.
What we do is so little we may seem to be
May Your Spirit lead us on the journey of
constantly failing. But so did He fail. He met with
blessings shared with all.
apparent failure on the Cross. But unless the seed
on the journey of educational opportunity for all
fall into the Earth and die, there is no harvest.
our children.
And why must we see results? Our work is to sow.
on the adventure of research and study that helps
Another generation will be reaping the harvest."
all men and women.
Dorothy Day
on the road to meaningful work for all people.

on the path of solidarity and love between all our
brothers and sisters.
“Preach the gospel everyday; if necessary, use
words.” ~ St. Francis of Assisi

“When you pray, move your feet.” ~ African
proverb


May Your Spirit help us
to speak up with courage
to share what we have and what we are
to challenge the powers that be
to offer a message of liberation and life.

We make this prayer through Christ, our Lord.
"The greatest challenge of the day is: how to
bring about a revolution of the heart, a revolution Amen
which has to start with each one of us?" Dorothy
Day
Prayer for a Globalization of Solidarity
Awesome God of the expanding immensity of

cosmic time and space,
Intimate God, at home in each human heart,
"So instead of loving what you think is peace,
Energizing, Organizing God, drawing us together
love other [people] and love God above all. And into global Solidarity,
instead of hating the people you think are war
Yaweh,
makers, hate the appetites and the disorder in
your own soul, which are the causes of war. If you Allah,
love peace, then hate injustice, hate tyranny, hate Bra h man,
God of many names,
greed  but hate these things in yourself, not in
another."
 Thomas Merton
God of no name,
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Abba,
Father Mother,
we thank You and we praise You
for the inspiration and human creativity
through which You are weaving us together
through communications and travel, social
movements and expanding consciousness
into one planetary web of Life,
one stunning revelation of Your Creativity and
Love.
Awesome
Intimate
Unifying
God,
we beg Your forgiveness
for every time,
for every way
that we let our small glimpses of Your Immensity
swell our smallness into arrogance,
dividing us from our sisters and brothers in whose
hearts You dwell
through Other images, experiences, cultures,
revelations,
Longing for the Fullness
that only our Oneness can reveal.
We ask you to break us free
as gently as You can . . .
but as forcefully as we demand
from the unconscious/conscious idolatry
of wealth and "free markets" and individualism
and competition and consumption
that blind us to the rich complexity of Your
Presence,
that reduce our sisters and brothers
and us
to consumers or producers, competitors or
markets in our service.
Break the enduring chains
of slavery and colonialism
that have set our lives on such vastly diverging
paths of wealth and poverty.
Turn those paths toward each other into
Your True Path

Churchwomen Commemoration Guide

to Fullness and Unity.
Purge us of whatever it is within us
that turns our eyes away from Your crucifixion
bypoverty
in nearly three billion of
our sisters and brothers,
that allows us to starve Your Revealing and
Unifying Love
in 800 million of
our sisters and brothers,
that allows us to plunder our planet,
uncaring of our children's children,
careless of the Sacredness it displays.
Yahweh,
Allah,
Bra h man,
God of many names,
God of no name,
Abba,
Mother Father,
alert us to
Your Sacred Presence,
Your Urgency,
Your Tireless Struggle
within each of us in our uniqueness,
in all of us in our infinite diversity,
through all the forces drawing us together into
one global village.
Fill us
with as much awe and joy at Your Presence in
our sisters and brothers,
with as much energy and passion to work with
You
as we can bear
that we all may be
One in You
and
You
may be glorified in us.
Amen.
Alleluia.
James E. Hug, S.J.
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Roses in December Questions for Discussion and Reflection
Watch the PBS special on Jean Donovan with your group then use these questions to promote
discussion and reflection.


What impressions of Jean Donovan do you have after viewing this movie?
What were your impressions of the other three women?



Why did the United States support the government of El Salvador?



Why would a woman of Jean’s economic means and background choose to be a
missioner? How do you see her changing during the time she was in El Salvador?
Why did she choose to stay in El Salvador at a time when violence and repression
were increasing in the country?


Why are we celebrating the lives of Jean and the three
religious women, Ita, Dorothy, and Maura? What do they
teach us today?



What Gospel story or teaching of Jesus comes to your mind
as you think about these women?

Questions for Reflection and Discussion on Biographies
Read the biographies of the four US Churchwomen on the first few pages and use these
questions to promote discussion and reflection among your group
1. These women are called the North American Women Martyrs.
Where were they from in the United States? What ministry did they do while in the United
States? Why did they go to El Salvador? What was their ministry in El Salvador?
2. What was El Salvador like when the women worked there? How did they assist the people?
How did they pray? How did their work and their prayer give them strength to minister to
the people?
3. Which of the women’s stories most impressed you? Why?
4. Who were the poor of El Salvador in 1980? Who are the poor of El Salvador
today?
5. Why are we celebrating the North American Women Martyrs today?
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Women and World Suffering
Stations of the Cross
Opening Prayer

Churchwomen Commemoration Guide

to be in solidarity with them –
our sisters and brothers.
+ Jesus falls for the first time +
The burden of the cross becomes too great – and Jesus falls.

We gather here today to remember the suffering of Jesus as People scrabbling for food – but not strong enough to get to
he was crucified and to remember the suffering of women the front of the line.
They are pushed aside – the children – the weak – the frail –
in El Salvador in the past and present. We specifically
remember Dorothy Kazel, Maura Clarke, Ita Ford and Jean the elderly.
Donovan who dedicated their lives to assuage the suffering They fall – and the food disappears into the hands of the
of others and for this were brutally murdered by Salvadoran strong
Death Squads, thirty years ago on December 2, 1980. We or those who will sell it to them
at extortionate prices.
pray for all those who suffer as Jesus suffered, and
Their strength is further sapped –
recognized that as long as suffering exists for the poor
their weakness increases –
around the world and for all those who are oppressed,
especially women, the crucifixion continues. May we open in the dust they despair.
our eyes to the pain of others and commit to be present and In El Salvador, the wealthy control and regulate food
aware of all the worlds suffering and hold it in our hearts. production. Trade treaties like CAFTA work against the
poor and small farmers are unable to compete. They fall
behind as prices of corn, beans and vegetables soar. This
+ Jesus is condemned to death +
past year a family had no food. No corn to make tortillas.
They tried to make tortillas out of genetically modified corn
Washing his hands of innocent blood –
that that given to them for planting. The chemicals in the
Pilate condemns Jesus to death.
corn poisoned the family and two of the small children died.
World leaders wash their hands of innocent blood:
the US government did not want to take any blame for the The rest were hospitalized. Meanwhile expensive
deaths of Maura, Dorothy, Jean and Ita. After the civil war restaurants and fancy shopping malls continue to be built in
nice parts of San Salvador, for the small elite who can
an Amnesty Law was put into place protecting war
criminals from prosecution for the crimes they committed. afford it.
Justice was not served for victims like the four
Lord, our brothers and sisters fall –
churchwomen, Silvia Arriola, Celina and Elba Ramos,
too weak to stand up to the strong.
Marianela Garcia and Laura Lopez. Impunity still exists in Help us to support them through the work of agencies
El Salvador in cases such as the death of Dora Alicia Sorto, who can work alongside –
pregnant mother who fought in the antimining struggle and protecting the weak
was killed by a masked gunman in December 2009.
raising the lowly.
Lord, forgive your people.
Bring those who have died into the light of your presence –
enfold them in your eternal mercy and love.
+ Jesus receives the Cross +

+ Jesus meets his mother +
Where else can a mother be? Drawn to the suffering of her
child – Mary meets her son.

So many mothers in El Salvador have watched their
Taking upon himself the burden of unwarranted suffering – children die from past and present violence, from hunger,
Jesus shares the lot of all those who are overburdened.
and from sickness that they are unable to treat do to lack of
So many women in El Salvador were already burdened with resources. We remember mothers like Madre Alicia Garcia
poverty, illness and sexism –
whose children were disappeared and tortured during the
and now have the burdens of fear of death or severe injury – Civil War and went on to help form Comadres, an
fear of what will happen to loved ones –
what will happen to their future.
Lord, you share the burdens of
those who are overwhelmed by
fear and anguish of heart.
Show us ways in which we can
share their burden –

organization dedicated to reaching out to victims of forced
disappearances and their families.
Lord, you looked into the eyes of your mother
and saw how your suffering increased the anguish of her
heart.
Yet she would not leave you –
she would not abandon you.
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May her mother’s heart reach out in love to all the mothers
whose hearts are broken or filled with fear for their
children.
+ Jesus falls the second time +
+ Simon of Cyrene helps to carry the cross +
Seeing Jesus’ increasing weakness Simon of Cyrene is
pressed into helping to carry the cross.
A man in the crowd – who did not even know Jesus –
forced to share his burden.
Dorothy, Maura, Jean and Ita were not from El Salvador,
but they took up the cross of the Salvadoran people and
helped shoulder the burden of suffering by providing love
and care to the victims of war. They eventually made the
ultimate sacrifice for helping to carry the cross of the
Salvadorans and became victims as well.
Lord, you needed the strength of another man to share an
intolerable burden.
Blessed are those like the four churchwomen who are
sharing the burdens of those unable to carry them alone.
Strengthen their sense of purpose –
temper their determination to succeed with compassion for
those they seek to liberate.

The burden of the cross again overwhelms Jesus – and he
falls a second time.
How often can we pick ourselves up and start again.
An unjust economic system leaves families all of El
Salvador unable to meet the basic needs of their families.
Mothers and fathers, daughters and sons leave to go north to
the United States in search of work, but many do not make
it or fall slave to the hands of human traffickers. Women
are especially vulnerable to the threat of human trafficking,
often drawn in by promises of big salaries and glamorous
work, they find themselves in situations of modern day
slavery as household servants, manual laborers or as sex
slaves.
Lord, the people victims of human trafficking are bruised
and battered –
and some are without hope.
Help them to escape their situations
Help us to speak out against their situations
Help us all to work for a better system in which families can
support themselves economically and are not forced to
migrate.

+ Veronica wipes the face of Jesus +
+ The women of Jerusalem mourn for Jesus +
A woman overwhelmed with pity comes from the crowd
and wipes the face of Jesus.
Mourning – weeping – wailing – keening –
Like Veronica, the women of the Pequeña Comunidad in El
the sound of grief that filled homes – streets – hospitals –
Salvador have dedicated their lives to reaching out to those
and bombsites during the civil war and still does today as
who suffer. During the war they were not afraid to be seen
violence in El Salvador persists.
and to stand alongside the victims of oppression, even
Madre Guadalupe from CODEFAM stands by the
becoming victims themselves. Today they still work with
Memorial Wall in Parque Cuscatlan and tells the story of
the marginalized in society and speak out against injustices.
how her husband and children were disappeared. When her
Lord, the tenderness of Veronica’s gesture –
husband was killed and his body was laid out in public, she
simple and loving –
had to pretend she didn't know him in order to save her life.
reflected in countless simple gestures of loving service.
She also dedicated her life to working with families who
Bless those who show the courage to come forward and be lost loved ones, and still works with them today.
seen –
Lord, you told the women of Jerusalem to weep not for you
protect them as they show mercy and compassion for your
–
people.
but for themselves and their children – in Jerusalem  in El
Salvador  in Haiti  in Afghanistan in so many places 
and now they do.
Words spoken here cannot bring consolation –
but take our love and our prayer –
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add it to your own –
and let the little we can offer –
be of some comfort and support to those left distraught and
broken.
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may their suffering evoke in us a desire to ease their
suffering –
and the will to fight for justice for all these victims –
in the whole of the earth.
+ Jesus is nailed to the cross +

Stories of great cruelty inflicted on rivals –
torture, rape and random killings of those who disagreed,
Weakened beyond endurance – Jesus falls for the third time. those who raised their voices.
Survivors living with deep, cruel scars –
There will be some who will be overcome with despair – minds haunted by memories too fearful to share.
whose souls are ground down into the dust –
Nails driven through minds and hearts –
for whom the prospect of rising to new challenges
pinning them to terror – to fear – to despair.
is beyond their strength –
Lord, we cannot begin to imagine the pain you endured –
beyond wildest hopes.
but your pain makes your compassion real
Many women today are afraid to speak out, afraid to raise for those who have suffered unimaginable agony.
their voice. Afraid of those who oppress them. They have Pour your healing love over them –
been told countlessly that they are useless, that they are
enfold them in your mercy.
less, that they have no power, and they believe it.
Give them a sense of security –
so that the wounds inflicted on body, mind and spirit
Lord, you know the depths of utter fatigue –
can slowly be healed and, like yours, become signs of glory
the sense of utter failure.
– of witness to the triumph of good over evil.
Infuse your love and hope into the hearts of those who
despair of beginning again –
for whom future happiness is glimpsed only through the
awareness of pain yet to come.
Help us too to believe that we can make a difference –
when all seems darkness – despair – and repeated failure.
+ Jesus falls for the third time +

+ The end – Jesus dies on the cross +
So many deaths –
some swift and unexpected –
some slow and lingering.
Death – no respecter of age
killing the elderly and frail –
young mothers and children 
+ Jesus is stripped of his clothing +
Shame and humiliation, just like Jesus endured is suffered
by women who are victims of sexual abuse in this country.
In El Salvador, 40% of women assassinated are sexually
abused before death. Their bodies are often found in the
doorway of their homes or in public places, as if the
perpetrator wanted the act to be public. The majority of
female victims' bodies bear marks of torture, such as
messages chiseled into the skin. (Words like "whore" are
common.)
Lord, many women stand naked before the world’s gaze.
Let that gaze be compassionate –

those who fight for peace and justice 
those who paid the ultimate price for speaking out.
Lord, death feels final.
Sudden death leaves us stunned and reeling –
our hearts bleed for those who suffer long, slow decline.
We entrust the souls of all who have died in war to your
mercy.
We ask you, who walked through the veil of death,
to be there to meet them –
and lead them home.
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+ The end – Jesus is placed in the tomb +

+ The end – Jesus is taken down from the cross +
A mother holding her dead child.
Friends standing in disbelief that the one they have loved
has died.
Long moments of weeping – sighing –
longing to bring them back to life –
but not to the suffering –
never back to the suffering.

The final glimpse of the one who has been so loved.
A last touch – and then – the end.
A hasty burial – with mourners.
The moment when death becomes reality –
the moment of parting –
the moment of walking away –
to try to pick up the pieces and rebuild a life.

The day after Jean, Dorothy, Ita and Maura were raped and
killed, their bodies were found by campesinos in the area.
Local authorities instructed that the bodies be buried in
shallow, common grave in a field. However, after burying
the bodies, campesinos contacted the parish priest, and the
The communities who were affected by losses of Dorothy, local Bishop was soon informed. On December 4th, the
Jean, Ita, Maura and Silvia Arriola. Mothers like
bodies were exhumed in front of reporters, peasants and the
Guadulupe Mejia and Alicia Garcia who mourned the loss US Ambassador, while Sisters Alexander and Dorsey
of their children, brutally murdered by Salvadoran death
prayed in front of the graves.
squads.
Lord, so many people are standing by gravesides –
Families like those of Dora Alicia Sorto, who mourn the
wondering how to rebuild life without the one they love.
loss of their mother, victim of the antimining struggle.
May they find hope in the midst of their grief –
Countless mothers in El Salvador who cry in disbelief that a conviction that their loved one did not die in vain –
and that they are safe – free from pain and fear –
their children fell victim to the current violence of the
at rest in God for ever.
gangs and human traffickers.
Countless children, whose mothers were violently murdered
by boyfriends and spouses.
We hold their suffering in our hearts, just as we hold our
own suffering.

+ The beginning – Awaiting resurrection +

In the rubble and carnage of war, in the senseless deaths of
Lord, those moments of loss –
the Four Churchwomen and countless other Salvadoran
as the reality that the one we love is no longer there.
martyrs – what hope can we find?
The hand we touch is cold – the heart is still.
In the suffering and despair of humanity, in the increasing
May those who mourn find comfort in the love of family and number of femicides and violence in places like El Salvador
friends –
– how can we believe in the future?
may the love of your mother – who held you in her arms – In the face of death – how can we believe in resurrection?
bring them comfort –
may our compassion transcend the distance that separates Lord, at times like these
our faith can be tested to the full.
us –
We share the desolation of people torn apart by suffering –
and in the solidarity of humanity –
touch their souls with our love.
and wonder whether life really is stronger than death.
Yet you have walked through death to new life –
your family and friends bore witness to your resurrection.
We trust your word and their witness
and look to the future with confidence
that the cause of all the pain in the world is sin –
but all shall be well –
and all shall be well –
and all manner of thing shall be well.
Taken and modified from:
http://www.wellsprings.org.uk/liturgies/way_in_war.html
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Moving Forward in a World that Values Sexism over Childhood
Danielle Mackey, former SHARE Grassroots Accompaniment Coordinator

She was 12 years old when she became the reason to finally seek justice.
The girl is from a rural community in the Lower Lempa region of El Salvador. She was born
mentally and physically challenged in a country where there are already enough challenges for
people who don't face these additional struggles. One day at noon, the neighbors saw a band of men
leading her into an abandoned house in the community. When the men left, they found her on the
floor, her reproductive organs destroyed along with her childhood.
It turns out that she, along with multiple other girls and women in her community, had long
been the sexual playthings of this group of abusers. Two teenagers, 13 and 14 years old, have
toddlers fathered by a 60 year old member of the band. Though everyone might have suspected it,
no one knew the facts until it went this far; finally, the many violent episodessome of which the
men videotapedturned into a court case. (The men probably didn't suspect that their movies would
one day provide excellent evidence against them.) But until a young girl was almost killed, no one
said anything. Why?
The answer is complicated. It could have to do with what happens to people who risk
believing in justice in a judicial system whose modus operandi leans toward impunity. For instance,
a women's organization in San Salvador called Las Melidas, which picked up the legal defense of
the girl, has been receiving death threats from family members of the accused men. Since taking on
the case they have also had to take on roundtheclock bodyguards. (It isn't uncommon for key
witnesses or other crux people in legal cases to "disappear" before trial.)
It also has to do with attitudes. The community's attitudes about the victim can be further
dehumanizing. A woman who works with CRIPDES and is accompanying the community as they
navigate the case explains that common perceptions about a female victim of sexual abuse include
that she is sexually promiscuous; that she tempted the man and therefore received what she wanted;
or that she is an "immoral" woman. The victim herself may fear that her "nonmarital sexual
relations" mean that she has failed her familyor, even more often in this heavily Christian country,
God.
These attitudes have a source. Whether spit from the mouths of fearful neighbors or from the
pulpit in a twisted religious interpretation, these attitudes are called machismo, and one of El
Salvador's big struggles (like most countries in the world) is how to finally shed sex discrimination.
This discrimination can be propagated by societal structures, authorities, teachers, parents, etc, and
it finds its extreme expression in violence against or the assassination of women, called feminicide.
In El Salvador, sexism is so ingrained that the band of men found it completely acceptable to rape
multiple women and girls in their own community, in the middle of the day, and not fear retribution.
Their male and female family members felt that the Las Melidas team was in the wrong, and that
their grandfathers, husbands and sons had done nothing unusual. In short: in this case in the Lower
Lempa, Salvadoran masculinity was valued over the innocence of childhood. Clearly, it will take a
concerted and wellcoordinated effort to change this reality.
Luckily, the work has already begun. ORMUSA is a peer organization of Las Melidas, and it
also works to reconstruct the shards of beauty that oppressive systems leave strewn. This year, they
are starting a program aimed specifically at battling feminicide. Silvia J., a young lawyer who is the
Officer of Political Advocacy within ORMUSA's Violence Attention program, tells us why this
program is important. She says that in 2009, 579 Salvadoran women lost their lives to feminicide
violence. Between 1999 and 2009, the instance of assassination of women has risen 104%, while
that of men 34%. Salvadoran women cannot wait any longer, these statistics show.
Silvia explains what differentiates feminicide from the murder of a female. In instances of
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feminicide, female victims die in ways that men do not, for reasons that men would not. For
example, in El Salvador, 40% of women assassinated are sexually abused before death. Their bodies
are often found in the doorway of their homes or in public places, as if the perpetrator wanted the
act to be public. The majority of female victims' bodies bear marks of torture, such as messages
chiseled into the skin. (Words like "whore" are common.) On the other hand, male victims' bodies
are often found hidden far from their homes, and with gunshot wounds to the chest, arms, legs, or
head. Their bodies rarely bear signs of torture or sexual abuse.
Silvia also points out that these particular assassinations imply that the victim is an object,
and often the property of a man. Women victims are often murdered by an expartner after a recent
separation or having begun a new relationship. The man's display of jealousy and ownership of the
woman reduces her to an object, and ends in her death. This is also a very different result than the
one faced by men who decide to make a relationship change, or even to date multiple women
simultaneously. In society, men have the tacit permission to make decisions like this, whereas
women do not.
Feminicide is a structural phenomenon, Silvia sustains, that is propagated not just by
individual perpetrators but also by daily machista attitudes and policies within entities of authority.
While protecting citizens from harm is the government's constitutional obligation, it too is culpable.
She mentions that she has been at many crime scenes with the coroner where, if the female victim
has painted toenails, she is noted as a prostitute. Similarly, if the body displays tattoos, the "possible
gangmember" box is checked. Both of these assumptions mark a victim as someone who "searched
out their fate," and thus provide sufficient excuse to avoid the deeper investigation that must go into
these cases in order for the State to adequately handle structural phenomena. In the meantime, more
preteen girls will continue to pay the price for their evasion.
In some ways, globalization makes things more difficult, Silvia says. Through CAFTA,
foreign companies set their own working conditions without having to follow labor laws, and they
often end up violating human rights. In one recent case where a man was found guilty of consistent
physical abuse of his wife, his legal argument was that he was so abused by his employer all day at
work, he was full of rage upon arriving to the house, and had to take it out on someone. (Obviously,
the prosecution argued that if he could control himself with his boss, he could also do so with his
wife.)
Furthermore, advertisements from companies both foreign and domestic often portray
images of women that encourage machista attitudes. Silvia cites the campaign from a shoe company,
MD, which always sports thin, heavily madeup white women in contorted positions and high heels
with messages like "Buy one in every color just because you're depressed." In 2007, their slogan was
"Shoes to die for," with photos of women in a morgue, in bodily positions that suggest suicide or
assassination, insinuating that the shoes are so desirable that women (as "slaves to fashion") are
willing to kill or die to have them. With constant messages of violence being sent to the public
through working conditions and streetside advertisements, the government must really work to
combat feminicide to be successful.
ORMUSA thus has designed a project to fight feminicide. Silvia says that the Funes
administration's Commision for the Family, Woman, and Childhood has started to make mention of
the subject; thus, now is the time to bring the issue to the forefront of the minds of civil society and
lawmakers. Ormusa plans to publish articles, increase their political advocacy, and continue
educating women about their rights. Silvia encourages us to walk in solidarity with the work of
ORMUSA and CRIPDES in our everyday interactions, whether by using inclusive language or
questioning assumptions about gender roles. Only by rooting out our own sexist attitudes can we
build a world where childhood isn't sacrificed to errant ideas of adults.
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Pequeña Comunidad: The road to New Hope in El Salvador
by Pat Marrin, National Catholic Worker Reporter and 2010 Romero Delegation Participant

Nueva Esperanza, El Salvador  The road to Nueva Esperanza is dusty and rutted, a bumpy ride
for the old pickup truck Gigi Gruenke drove to San Carlos to get me. She knows the roads well from
her six years in El Salvador, from 2001 to 2007, as a Maryknoll lay volunteer working with the
sisters of the Pequeña Comunidad (“Little Community”) in the Baja Lempa region of the country.
She is back to visit and has offered to help me tell the story of the sisters as part of NCR’s coverage
of El Salvador 30 years after the death of Archbishop Oscar Romero, who was assassinated on
March 24, 1980.
Nueva Esperanza (“New Hope”) has 140 families and is one of
the last towns along the Lempa, the country’s main river,
which winds snakelike from the Honduran border and empties
into the estuaries along Pacific coast 10 miles south of here.
We negotiate around some cattle. A young girl and her brother
hitched a ride in the back of the truck when we stopped at a
market to pick up 42 eggs. A week of celebrating Monseñor
Romero has kept the Pequeña Comunidad sisters busy feeding
visitors.
I hold the four stacked cardboard trays tied with string. My arms flex to cushion the eggs at each
bump. The children in back sway and hang onto the pipe frame above the truck bed. El Salvador is a
place where metaphors spring to mind to help interpret fragile realities. I recall Scott Wright’s story
about what it was like to be in the country during its brutal civil war. An activist from Washington,
D.C., he had come down in the early 1980s to work in the refugee camps on the Honduran border,
then slipped into the country to accompany the thousands of terrified people hiding out in the hills
from the helicopter gunships and army patrols. During a stop to rest in the jungle, a woman handed
him her baby to hold while she went off to do something. This was El Salvador. If you came here
you were entrusted with something precious.
We drop off our riders and park the truck next to the sisters’ walled compound. The town exhibits a
rustic simplicity that is also another name for poverty. Across El Salvador, from the urban sprawl in
the capital to the tiny cantons in the mountains accessible only on foot, people are living on the
edge. Even 18 years after the 1992 peace accords, political divisions and vast inequities still reflect a
lack of resources throughout the country, but especially in areas held by the rebels during the war.
Malnutrition, no funds for schools or health clinics, and unemployment are forcing young people to
head north or join the gangs that pervade even the rural areas.
Accompanying the people
This is where the sisters of the Pequeña Comunidad live and minister to a network of 47
surrounding communities. Their style is immersion with the people and their objective is
empowerment. They catechize, do sacramental preparation, counsel  ordinary ministry  but with
a bottomup approach made popular 40 years earlier after the Second Vatican Council and the
emergence of Christian base communities that emphasized the role of the laity in the church.
We enter the compound where Srs. Nohemy Ortíz, Hortencia Preza and Valentina Pérez join us in a
large, covered courtyard with plastic chairs arranged in a circle, an allpurpose space for meetings,
meals and prayer. At one end is a garden sculpture of a seated Romero.
Ortíz has been with the community for most of its 40 years. She says that it was “formed in the
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womb of the Christian base communities” where lay men and women were trained to conduct Bible
study in the many outlying villages visited only rarely by priests. The grassroots vitality of the base
community experience attracted young people to the church. Many young women who wanted to
commit their lives to service but did not feel called to traditional convent life sought a new form of
religious life among the poor. In 1970, the “Little Community” was formed. The sisters did not wear
religious habits and did not seek formal status under church law.
Ortíz says that as many as 50 people, both men and women, were involved with the community, but
that its vowed membership never exceeded 15. Today, there are a total of eight sisters: the three
serving in the Baja Lempa area; two sisters, Ana Beatriz Landaverde and Maria Isabel Figueroa,
serving in San Salvador; and three others, Anna María Barriento, Yulma Bonilla and Carmen Elena
Hernández, in Morazán. Two North Americans, St. Joseph Sr. Elena Jaramilla from Orange, Calif.,
and Providence Sr. Frances Stacy from Spokane, Wash., also work with the sisters.
“We never thought of ourselves as an institute or congregation,” Ortíz says. “We were committed to
Jesus of Nazareth as his followers and disciples. Rather than take traditional vows to a superior or to
a bishop, we take our vows before the people.”
Not having canonical status is outweighed, she says, by the freedom to go where the people need
them, and to be prophetic in pursuing justice, even when this is difficult or controversial.
Preza tells of her path to the community; since childhood she had felt a desire to serve but her
mother had discouraged her from considering the brownhabited nuns they saw in church. “I joined
a choir and youth group where I met Nohemy and some of the other sisters. They didn’t wear habits
and I wondered how they could be sisters,” she says. But the more she came to know them and their
work with the people, the more she felt called to accompany them. She made her vows in 1989,
while the war was still going on. She was 24 years old. “The church became real to me,” she says.
Pérez describes her childhood devotion to her family, but says that she knew she wanted to reach out
to others and thought she needed to join the convent to do this. She met Preza, who was holding
weekly meetings at her church. “I realized I could dedicate myself to God without going far away to
do it. Nohemy kept asking me, ‘When do you want to join us? Come, the door is open.’ ”
Pérez read her vows publicly in 2006. She says that one of the things she values is the sisters’
freedom to reach out to all religious sects and faiths, as Romero had done.
Option for the poor
In its early years, the new community took inspiration from the 1968 Latin American bishops
meeting in Medellín, Colombia, where the phrase “God’s option for the poor” was first uttered
officially. A new spirit took hold in Latin America, challenging the traditional alignment of the
church with wealth and power. In both urban and rural areas, Bible study led to analysis of the
causes of poverty, unjust labor practices and land distribution, and the treatment of people by the
police and military. Those in power, threatened by growing pressures for reform, accused some
priests of being communists, including two Belgian priests
who have worked closely with the Pequeña sisters, Frs. Pedro
Declercq and Rogelio Ponseele. The struggle pitted
conservative bishops tied to the wealthy and the military
against the popular church led by Romero, who struggled
unsuccessfully to hold both church and nation together to
avert civil war, which broke out in 1981.
The image of the martyred Silvia Maribel Arriola is carried
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in this year’s commemoration march honoring El Salvador’s Archbishop Oscar Romero. The
Pequeña sisters, vowed to accompany the people, were caught up in the conflict. One member, Sr.
Silvia Maribel Arriola, who made her vows with the group in 1975, is revered as one of El
Salvador’s most beloved martyrs. She came to the community because of her desire to serve Jesus in
the poor and through her friendship with Ortíz. Arriola was Romero’s personal secretary from 1977
until his assassination in 1980. A nurse, she was with a group of 97 refugees killed by the army on
Jan 17, 1981. She was 29 years old. The bodies were doused in gasoline and burned to destroy
evidence of the civilian massacre, one of 200 documented from the war.
The sisters say they continue to look to Romero for inspiration. Preza and Pérez cite his defense of
human rights as the greatest challenge. For Ortíz, Romero remains a model of prophet, teacher and
pastor. “He gives us spiritual eyes to see so we can continue to build the reign of God,” she says.
“He is now a risen in the people.
“Everyone wants him to be canonized, but not just as an object of devotion, someone to light
candles to. He lived his life in total faithfulness during a very crucial moment in El Salvador’s
history. We will honor him by living as he did, saying what he said. And that is not so easy.”
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Twentyfifth Anniversary of the Martyrdoms of the Four North American
by Sheila Marie Tobbe, OSU
“I made my first trip to El Salvador in December of 1979 to visit my friend, Dorothy Kazel,
and there I met her newlyarrived missionary companion Jean Donovan. It was a journey that
transformed the way that I read the Word of God and understand the Church.” I wrote these words
25 years ago – just a few days after the martyrdoms of Jean and Dorothy – as the introduction to a
reflection, entitled "Beatitude Women". It described how Dorothy and Jean lived the Works of
Mercy in the spirit of the Beatitudes and how their compassionate actions of caring for the needs of
refugees, training leaders, and teaching basic literacy skills were seen as “subversive,” not only by
the Salvadoran military who assassinated them on Dec. 2, 1980, (along with Ita Ford and Maura
Clark, Maryknoll sisters from New York), but also by highranking officials in the USA. This
reflection spoke too of the parents of Jean and Dorothy who sacrificed their only daughters and
were the “blessed ones who mourn and know God’s consolations.” It also noted that we, those left
behind, are challenged by our martyrs’ lives and heroic deaths “to hunger and thirst for justice.” We
keep their memories alive as holy women who witnessed to meekness, mercy, purity of heart, and
peacemaking as they cared for the oppressed and victimized, seeking justice for the campesinos of
El Salvador.
Twentyfive years later this same challenge, “to live the Works of Mercy in the spirit of the
Beatitudes,” continues to call us to faithfulness. We honor our beloved martyrs, as well as the many
thousands more throughout the world, all those who have poured forth their hearts in love, freely
choosing to minister in dangerous places, thus being willing to suffer the “same fate as the poor” –
to be disappeared and assassinated.
As I reflect on my own journey of the past 25 years, I am deeply grateful for the privilege of
having been introduced to the Central American people and mission life by my friend Dorothy
Kazel. During the two weeks of sharing in her ministry there, many times the story of the Good
Samaritan came alive before my very eyes. I felt like I was walking around in Gospel times. I wept
at the airport, not wanting to return to the lifestyle of the USA. Dorothy lovingly cared for God’s
crucified ones, expressed deep respect for the faith of her people, and told me of how she found
herself continually evangelized by her beloved campesinos, people living on the edge of survival.
She embraced Monsenor Romero’s wisdom and witness: “The people are my prophets.”
Dorothy and I attended a spiritfilled but lengthy Mass celebrated by Monsenor Romero. His
twohour homily was broadcast throughout the country on the Catholic radio station. As we left the
Cathedral, overflowing with people standing on the benches cheering exuberantly, she remarked:
“That man is going to be killed someday and it will be difficult to determine who killed him
because he speaks out against violence perpetrated by the army and the guerrillas.” Three months
later, he was dead  a year later so was she.
1980 became a year of mourning, not only for the two of them, but also for so many others
whom I met in El Salvador and Guatemala during my first lifechanging short visit there.
Ten year later, I returned to this land of prophets and martyrs to serve in the same parish
where Jean and Dorothy had ministered. It was the last years of the Civil War and we lived daily
with the sounds and sights and fears of a raging war. Nevertheless, I soon experienced the freeing
realization that violence might kill my body, but it could not kill my soul because I was surrounded
by a community of loving people, so appreciative that we as a team had stayed with them even after
the deaths of our loved ones. The people did their best to protect us, at times risking their own lives

25

The SHARE Foundation: Building a New El Salvador Today

Churchwomen Commemoration Guide

for us. Again the words of Romero took on flesh and blood: “I will rise again in the Salvadoran
people.”
To pilgrimage with visitors from North America to the sites of the martyrs were graced
moments for me. Each time there was a profound silence as the sacred spaces proclaimed an
intensity of faith, an awakening to the dangers of love, and an invitation to hope.
Yet I find myself wondering sometimes if we dishonor our martyrs by putting them way up on a
pedestal, seeing them as larger than life, as glorious heroes. Is that the way we distance ourselves
from the reality of their choices, thus insulating ourselves from the demands of “living the Works of
Mercy in the spirit of the Beatitudes” in our own circumstances? What I remember most about
Dorothy and Jean is how very much they were “just part of the gang”, very ordinary, with all the
same fears and hopes, anxieties and dreams as all their friends. It’s that very “normal” humanity that
painfully challenges us as we live a lifestyle of comfort and security, wellestablished by our
privileged place in the world economy.
By their own testimonies, each of these martyrs articulated a real fear of death. Maura Clark
expressed it clearly: “If my time comes, will I be faithful.”
Their struggle to be people of integrity and commitment in the face of lifethreatening
situations continues to speak to us. If the lives and sacrifices of our many modern martyrs are going
to have any ongoing meaning in the world today, it will be because we still feel their pain and are
open to listen to the Gospel calling us:
•
•
•
•
•
•

to risk
to challenge ourselves to fidelity to the responsibilities of global/local citizenship
to be a transforming presence of love, accepting all people as children of one God
to hear the cries of oppression around us
to live an everdeepening awareness that what is worth dying for is also worth living for
to pour forth ourselves in love, “living the Works of Mercy in the spirit of the Beatitudes"

The theme of our Ursuline Congregation for this year is “Love casts out fear.” (I John 4:18)
Our martyrs’ love cast out fears within the hearts of their beloved campesinos, enabling them to
know their worth and live in dignity. The love of the campesinos in turn cast out the fears of those
ministering to them in traumatic circumstances, enabling them to accept these realities and not be
paralyzed by fear.
May the grace of God be with us as we march courageously into the future casting out fears
by our love, creating a world free of the violence that still is destroying life in so many ways, and
seeking a peace that is rooted in justice for all. AMEN!
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The SHARE Foundation
invites you to

Support a Womens Project in El Salvador
Commemorate the Four U.S. Churchwomen martyrs by supporting work in El Salvador
for women's rights and justice through a contribution to one of the following projects:

Campaign against Femicide
Femicides is the killing of women because they are women. A recent
study by the Organization of Salvadoran Women for Peace (ORMUSA) indicates
that femicide is rising at an alarming rate. Women's organizations are working to
educate women and the public in general and advocating for a law against
violence against women.
Partial donation to the campaign against femicides:
$50
Total support goal for the campaign against femicides:
$10,000

International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women
On November 25th every year, countries around the world celebrate the International
Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women, a day declared by the United
Nations. In El Salvador, this is a wonderful opportunity for communities to come
together to celebrate women, teach women about their rights and advocate for a more
just and less violent society.
Partial donation for the celebration and educational process:
Total cost for the celebration and educational process:

$50
$5,000

Microcredit for Rural Women
SHARE provides microloans to women in the cooperatives that form the Association of
Women Farmers. These microloans allow women to
invest in the supplies needed to produce artisan crafts, homemade sauces and baked goods
and, with the profits they make after paying pack the loan, can grow their microenterpirses.
These a rotating funds that, once paid back, are reinvested to support other women in the
cooperative.
Cost of microcredit for one woman:
$100
Total cost to give microcredits to 100 women:
$10,000

Microcredit for Women's Cattle Cooperative
Since its beginning, SHARE has supported the Marta Gonzalez women's cattle
cooperative. By providing microloans to invest in pigs, these organized women can
continue to cultivate and sustain their families with livestock sales.
Cost of microcredit for one woman:
$70
Total cost to support 143 women:
$10,010

Scholarships for Young Women in Suchitito
Working with the IMU (The Women's Institute), this project will provide scholarships for
ten highschool aged young women active in their community. In addition to their studies,
these young women leaders will receive training in sexual and reproductive health and will
then reproduce these trainings as health promoters while organizing other young women.
Cost of a scholarship for one semester:
Total cost of the project:

$350
$11,000
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It’s in your hands…
Help Us to Sustain Hope for a New
El Salvador Today!
We invite you to become a SHARE Sustainer  to participate
directly in the creation of a new model for development.
Your monthly contribution will provide hardworking
Salvadorans the support they need to overcome the
challenges they face. We need your pledge to contribute a
monthly gift to SHARE. We make it easy by setting up an
automatic monthly deduction from your credit card!

With your donation...
•
•
•
•
•

$15 per month could help to plan an educational event for women on the International Day
for the Elimination of Violence Against Women
$25 per month could contribute to the Campaign Against Femicide, a very important
campaign given that in El Salvador a woman is killed violently every twelve hours
$70 per month could pay for one microcredit to invest in a pig for the Women's Cattle
Cooperative, since right now pigs are more profitable than cattle
$100 per month could pay for a microcredit to invest in crafts, jams or baked good for the
women from the Association of Women Farmers
$250 per month could contribute to a scholarship for a young girl to obtain her high school
education

¡Sí – YES!
I’d/We’d Like to Sustain SHARE’s Work
Towards Women's Rights in El Salvador!

Name:___________________________________________________________________________
Address:_________________________________________________________________________
Telephone:_______________________
Email:_____________________________________________
Visa/master card # ____________________________________ Expiration Date ______________
Pledge: $15 $25 $70 $100 $250 other $ ___ per month | quarterly | semi annually |
annually
Please mail to:
The SHARE Foundation
P.O. Box 29620,
Washington, D.C. 20017
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