
Early in his doctoral studies, Romero had written, I’ve been thinking of how 
far a soul can ascend if it lets itself be possessed entirely by God. He had 
now begun to discover the answer. He realized the extent to which Fr. 
Grande had identified himself with Christ; by identifying himself with the 
poor and suffering people so much that he had died with them. 
 
Thus began Romero’s swift and sincere efforts to preach the Church’s 
teaching on the authentic liberation of mankind, including a Sunday radio 
broadcast of his homilies. These noted reports of the latest attacks, and his 
ongoing urging to stop the violence at once. 
 
Unfortunately, only one other of El Salvador’s bishops was sympathetic to 
Romero’s renewed stance of distancing the Church from friendly relations 
with the government. The opposing bishops even wrote letters to the Vatican 
accusing him of being unfit for his position. 
 
The more he spoke out against the ruling powers and violence, the more 
death threats Romero received – so many that he instructed his secretaries to 
stop passing them along to him. He wrote: “I find it hard to accept a violent 
death, which in these circumstances is very possible… I will feel (God) very 
close when I offer him my last breath. More important than the moment of 
death is giving him all of life and living for him.” 
 
While consecrating the Eucharist during Mass on March 24, 1980, he was 
shot and killed. His assassination “was not caused by motives that were 
simply political, but by hatred for a faith that, imbued with charity, would not 
be silent in the face of the injustices that relentlessly and cruelly slaughtered 
the poor and their defenders.” – Archbp. Vincenzo Paglia, Chief Promoter of 
Romero’s Cause for Canonization 
 

 St. Óscar Romero, pray for us! 
For Reflection 

• What helped Bishop Romero confront suffering? 
• How does his life inspire you to live your daily life? 

Watch the companion video & listen to the audio discussion of what this 
saint can teach us, at our website! 
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Sources include: Damian Zynda’s Archbishop Oscar Romero, and Jon Lee Anderson’s 
“Archbishop Oscar Romero Becomes A Saint…” in The New Yorker (2018) 

St. Óscar Arnulfo  
Romero y Galdámez 

Bishop & Martyr 
 
Born: August 15, 1917 
Died: March 24, 1980 
Canonized: October 14, 2018 by Pope Francis 
Feast: March 24 
 
The history of the tiny island nation of El 
Salvador is a tumultuous one. It is one of the most 
violent countries in the Western hemisphere, as 
well as one of the most unjust. Due largely to 
economic greed and a desire for control, the 
indigenous peoples were robbed of their land, 

which was distributed among a few wealthy Spanish families commonly 
referred to even today as The Fourteen Families. 
 
Óscar Romero was born into a large family. Like other Salvadorans, Óscar’s 
family had no electricity or running water; and the children slept on the floor. 
Without the ability to school him past age 12, his parents directed him to a 
carpentry apprenticeship. However, he was determined to become a priest. 
With help, he entered seminary at age 14 and was ordained at 25 in 1942.  
 
Romero gained a reputation as an academic and an administrator, a stickler 
for details and devotions. This turned out to be the physical manifestation of 
his interior qualities. Suffering from a tremendous amount of fear and 
overwhelm, he experienced a nervous breakdown. He sought psychoanalysis, 
and in 1966 was formally diagnosed with Obsessive-Compulsive Personality 
Disorder, although evidence of OCPD behaviors manifested earlier in his 
life. Romero initially tried to control his OCPD through stringent strategies 
of religious practice and scrupulous attention to his thoughts, words, and 
actions. However, this only worsened his condition. 
 
Amidst political turmoil in 1970, he was the safe choice for Auxiliary Bishop 
of San Salvador. Romero had many friends in the oligarchy and hierarchy. 
This fact, along with his untreated OCPD, made it difficult (if impossible) for 
him to accept criticism of the powers-that-be who were creating a system of 
injustice for ordinary Salvadorans. He accepted and furthered propaganda 
which labeled people who supported the work of social justice as “Marxist,” 
“Socialist,” or “Communist.” In addition to the political turmoil and the 



stress of his new position, Romero’s OCPD caused him to feel especially 
threatened by the changes in the Church initiated by the Second Vatican 
Council. In November 1971, he spent three months on retreat in Mexico, 
hoping to regain his sense of stability and health. 
 
He wrote the following in his Spiritual Notebook… 
Examine my principal defects: 

• Avoiding socializing with others and getting to know them 
• I worry about being criticized by others 
• Perfectionism 
• Disorganization in my work 
• I have few austerities: visits, desires, eating, rest… 
• Little courage at our bishops’ meetings… defending my opinions at 

those meetings 
In my particular examen, I will focus more on relationships. 
 
Seeking another psychoanalysis and long-term therapy during this retreat, 
Romero came to recognize the role his family background had on his 
personality. Most significantly, he came to understand that clinical 
psychology was a supplement to theology and morality to define and explain 
his personality disorder and its consequences. He came to view his OCPD as 
an integral part of his experience of being human. 
 
Still, his integration of OCPD into his full conversion to Christ would remain 
a long process and journey. 
 
Romero became increasingly frustrated by Salvadorans and other Catholics 
working in social justice movements, especially the Jesuits. He underwent 
many efforts to condemn those who practiced liberation theology, and used 
his position as editor of the diocesan newspaper to do so publicly. He also 
supported government policies, denying government officials’ roles in the 
sweeping outbreaks of violence across the country. 
 
In 1974, Romero was appointed Bishop of Santiago de Maria. His service led 
him to encounter the situations of the poor families, much like those in which 
he had been raised. Children were dying because their families could not pay 
for medical care. He began to use diocesan, and even personal, resources to 
pay for the needs of the poor. However, he realized that works of charity 
were not enough to remedy the situation. 
 

In June 1975, the Salvadoran National Guard massacred villagers in the tiny 
Tres Calles (‘Three Streets’) village. In July, the military opened fire on 
unarmed students at Santa Ana University, killing forty people. 
 
Bishop Romero had been advocating to the Central & Latin American 
bishops that their greatest pastoral concern should be to strengthen the 
spiritual lives of their priests and people, as an answer to social ills. 
 
He began a personal study of the documents of the bishops’ conference at 
Medellín, as well as of Pope Paul VI’s encyclical On Evangelization In the 
Modern World. He was surprised to find that the pope affirmed the idea that 
evangelization included a concern for the material needs of peoples: “When 
preaching liberation and associating herself with those who are working and 
suffering for it, the Church is certainly not willing to restrict her mission only 
to the religious field and dissociate herself from man's temporal problems.” 
(34) While clarifying that the spiritual dimension of liberation was most 
essential and fundamental, the pope nonetheless underlined for Catholics the 
importance of the liberation of humanity in all its aspects. 
 
Bishop Romero acknowledged that he had not previously understood the 
Latin American bishops’ conclusions at Medellín, and willingly began to re-
assess his previous opinions while encountering the sufferings of the poor. 
 
He was ordained Archbishop of San Salvador, the country’s capitol, in 1977. 
In the three years that Romero was Archbishop, more than 50 priests were 
threatened or attacked – physically or otherwise; 6 were murdered. Some 
were tortured, others expelled from the country. Catholic institutions and 
schools were working to support the poor and marginalized, and in turn were 
intimidated, attacked, and bombed. Parishes were raided. Thousands of 
ordinary Catholics were tortured. 
 
A turning point in Romero’s conversion came on March 12, 1977, when his 
good friend – a kind and highly respected priest, Fr. Rutilio Grande, was 
ambushed and shot to death while giving a car ride to an elderly man and 
several children. The elderly man and a sixteen-year-old boy were also 
murdered. Romero spent hours in grieved prayer with the corpses.  
 
In response, he wrote a resolute letter to the President demanding an 
investigation. That Sunday, the Archbishop declared that there would be only 
one Sunday Mass; at the cathedral. 
 


