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Introduction


 


We are all storytellers. We shape stories from listening to the news, songs, books, films and fairy tales, and build the narrative of our lives. Which stories from childhood are still in your head? When I take a moment to think about this, pictures come to mind from books read to me, along with the sound of the long-gone storyteller’s voice. I remember a box of Bible stories for children that arrived at our house from a jumble sale. I poured over the pictures before I could read the words but soon learned about Jesus, the helper, and the stories he told. Stories matter because they bring to life characters and places that come alive in our imaginations, leaving their mark and helping us shape a sense of who we are, whether or not we realise this. 


I’m delighted to have the opportunity to write a second book from scripture and stories about Christians who have led remarkable lives in a way that will resonate with children and spark their curiosity. Once again, the stories in this latest collection involve contemporary children stepping back through time to hear a story about a person or an event and, through the characters of modern children, asking questions. In doing this, children encounter a story with a modern worldview, ask questions about it, and then form a personal response through a short activity at the end of each story. In RE lessons, the stories will help orient children into the time of the scripture story, for example, by thinking about mending fishing nets or weaving a basket before encountering the scriptural text. When reading about saints, children will learn about the time in history the saint lived in, think about what each saint built by following their faith and how their legacies endure today. Each story is a glimpse into a life or an event, a first step in learning and an invitation to follow the footprints of faith.


I hope you enjoy reading it and sharing it with others. It may spark an interest in the history of a place or person and how what their faith built still impacts the world today. Maybe you will build new ideas about a familiar story from scripture as you follow the golden footprints through time.










1


Building God’s Microphone


Oscar Romero


‘The Wi-Fi has crashed, Josh, so no more research.’ Rob pointed at the error message on the computer screen. ‘Finding things out for this podcast project will have to wait.’


‘Shh! We are in the school library,’ Josh whispered, glancing at the librarian who scowled in their direction. ‘Let’s look at books instead.’


Rob groaned. ‘This is the most boring project! What sort of title is “Why does charity matter”, anyway?’


Josh tidied his things into his rucksack.


‘Well, I think making a podcast for the local radio station will be interesting and I’d like to make sure we find some fascinating facts.’


‘Why?’ Rob sounded surprised.


‘I would like to be a journalist one day, which begins with investigation.’


As Josh scanned a huge bookcase, Rob wandered aimlessly. A glint of gold caught his eye.


‘Josh! Come and look at this gold stuff!’ he called.


Josh put down his book and found Rob crouched over some strange markings between the bookshelves.


‘They look as though someone stood in gold paint in bare feet then walked across the floor, except the footprints glow slightly,’ Josh commented.


‘Then what are we waiting for?’ Rob waggled his eyebrows at Josh, placing his feet on the golden footprints. ‘Let’s see if we can investigate a story.’
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Josh walked behind Rob up an unfamiliar staircase, following the footprints.


‘Can you hear music?’ Rob asked as he opened a small metal door onto a flat, black roof.


Josh looked around. The roof felt too small to be the roof of the school library, and he was sure trees didn’t grow quite so close to the school. He called to his friend.


‘Rob, I’m not sure we should be up here. It feels out of bounds.’


But Rob was already talking to a man who sat among reels of different coloured wire, twisting knobs on a radio playing music. Josh walked towards them.


‘Hola,’ the man nodded at Josh, then continued his conversation with Rob. ‘I’m checking the radio transmitter for this radio station.’


Rob nodded. ‘Josh, this is Eduardo.’


‘Hi,’ Josh said nervously. ‘Do you know the way to the library, please?’


Rob shook his head. ‘Josh, let’s not rush back. I’m more interested in learning about Eduardo’s work than in finding out about the work of a charity.’


‘Call me Eddie,’ the man suggested. ‘What do you want to know about charity?’


‘Well,’ Josh took charge, ‘we must write a report on why charity matters. The best report will get turned into a radio podcast.’


Rob rubbed his hand into his forehead. ‘I think charity is something people do to make themselves feel better. I’m not sure it really helps anyone.’


Eddie frowned. ‘I might have a story to help you both. Do you want to share some lunch while we chat?’


‘Yum!’ Rob said as he sat cross-legged opposite Eddie.


‘OK, thanks,‘ Josh sighed, sitting next to Rob. ‘Can I take notes?’ He grabbed a pencil and notepad from his rucksack.


‘OK,’ laughed Eddie, ‘first try these pupusas, they are filled with cheese and fried beans.’


‘Mmm, they taste like tortillas,’ chomped Rob.


‘My story is about a man called Oscar. But we all called him by his surname, Romero. He was one of ten children. Can you imagine that?’


‘No. I have one big sister, and she is annoying,’ Rob replied.


‘Well, I could tell you lots about his growing up in the city of Ciudad Barrios, but then I wouldn’t get to the heart of the story before sunset,’ Eddie began.


‘Excuse me, where is that city?’ Josh asked.


‘Here, in El Salvador,’ Eddie continued. ‘Well, Romero’s family didn’t have much money. As he grew up, Romero learnt to be a carpenter. Like Jesus in the Bible, he built things. But he was always a serious boy and, in his heart, he heard God calling him to be a priest. To do that he had to go to a school, called a seminary, in Rome in Italy. This was in 1937, so can you guess what happened?’


‘Well,’ Josh pondered, ‘the Second World War started in 1939, so I’m guessing he was stuck in Rome for a few years.’


‘That’s right,’ Eddie nodded, opening a box of wires. ‘Romero watched what happened when the soldiers were in charge in Rome, and he knew war and conflict were never good. Eventually, he came home to El Salvador and worked hard as a parish priest. He visited people in prison, taught, and he gave free breakfasts to the little boys who had to make a living shining shoes. Romero had a bit of a temper though. For example, he got really cross with other priests if he thought they didn’t look smart enough. And one time he tore out the curtains and fancy furnishings a rich coffee farmer had put in Romero’s house and gave them away. Do you know why?’
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Both boys shook their heads.


‘Because the coffee farmer gave Romero gifts so Romero would be in his debt. It wasn’t a gift of the heart.’


Eddie started to connect some wires, offering another box of food while he worked. ‘Try some fried plantains.’


‘Thank you’, Rob said, taking a piece. ‘Is that the lesson about charity? It should come from the heart, not because you want something back.’


‘It’s one lesson,’ Eddie agreed, ‘but there’s a better one to follow. Romero was famous for his sermons, you know, his talks about the teachings of Jesus. But he always felt like he wasn’t doing enough, that he could do better. He felt anxious a lot. Physically and mentally, he became exhausted and sought some medical help.’


‘From a charity?’ Josh asked, scribbling in his notepad.


‘From a doctor,’ Eddie replied. ‘Who realised he had obsessive compulsive personality disorder, OCPD for short.’


‘I’ve never heard of that,’ admitted Rob.


Eddie nodded, passing the boys a napkin to wipe their fingers. ‘It’s when a person feels that they must follow the rules and has an overwhelming need for order. They can be reluctant to give responsibilities to others. For Romero, it meant he had a sense of always needing to be right about the way things should be done. But, you know, experiencing something like OCPD is like looking at a rainbow, it has lots of shades, it’s complex. Romero struggled to come to terms with it at first. Perhaps he wasn’t helped because his bishop moved him from his parish into the capital city, San Salvador. Romero didn’t know anyone, and he found it hard. He became totally focused on making sure things were being done correctly.’


‘Did Romero start a charity to help people?’ Josh wondered as he bit into a spicy pupusa.


‘You are impatient for me to get to the point,’ Eddie laughed as he twisted a blue wire between his fingers. ‘I will speed up! In 1970, Romero became a bishop. Life in El Salvador at this time was becoming more difficult. Most people experienced terrible poverty while a few families were extremely rich. The government started using the army to enforce its will on the people. By 1977, Romero was the Archbishop of San Salvador, so he oversaw much of the Catholic Church. The government didn’t mind his appointment because they knew he was a stickler for the rules – I told you he lived with OCPD. They thought he’d be too busy fussing about minor things, like priests wearing the right clothes, to bother about the injustice in the country. But they were wrong. Romero had accepted that his OCPD was part of him, and part of how he lived completely in the service of God. He believed the most important rule to follow was Jesus’ great commandment to love your neighbour as yourself.’


‘What did he do?’ Josh said as he scribbled in his notepad.


‘Well, only a few weeks after Romero became Archbishop his good friend Father Rutilio was shot dead along with his companions.’


‘What had he done?’ Rob gasped, dropping his snack.


‘Father Rutilio chose to live among people experiencing the worst poverty. He believed that is what Jesus would have chosen. But the government didn’t want anyone speaking out about poverty. Romero was devastated, but it was also like the flame of the Holy Spirit in his heart burst into a bonfire. Determined to remind people of Jesus’ call to love one another and build a world of peace and justice, he started broadcasting his Sunday sermons on the radio. The whole country listened, even the president! I went with my papa to the local cantina where people gathered to listen to Romero’s every word.’
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