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But the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive; for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.


—George Eliot, Middlemarch




There is but one sadness, . . . and that is for us not to be SAINTS.


—Leon Bloy, La Femme Pauvre


The world needs saints who have genius, just as a plague-stricken town needs doctors. Where there is a need there is also an obligation.


—Simone Weil, last letter to Father Perrin
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PREFACE






WHEN I FIRST went to Rome in the fall of 1988 to begin research and reporting for this book, my eye was on the process. My concern was with the way saints are “made,” how that process had evolved over two millennia and what all this had to tell us about how sanctity is recognized, evaluated, and expressed. My first surprise was the discovery that the office of Promoter of the Faith—popularly known as “the Devil’s Advocate”—had been abolished, and with it the centuries-old adversarial system in which canon lawyers representing the church systematically questioned the evidence put forward by lawyers representing the candidate for sainthood. Apparently the church had forgotten George Orwell’s sage advice: “Saints should always be judged guilty till they are proven innocent.” My second surprise was the realization of just how much the current pope, John Paul II, was using the streamlined saint-making process, which he authorized but did not initiate, to change the face of the church.


Since this book was first published in 1990, it has been gratifying to see how Making Saints, in its American and its seven foreign editions, has served as a reliable guide for hundreds of clergy, religious, and laity involved in promoting causes from around the world. That was not, however, my primary purpose or intent. I am also pleased that this book has served as the prime reference for countless journalists from numerous countries who have covered the many beatifications and canonizations that have occurred in the intervening years. My chief concern was to examine the saint as one of the primary figures of Western culture as well as the product of the Western world’s oldest legal system. Other cultural figures—the artist, the thinker, the explorer, the ruler, and the warrior—all excite the imagination. But only in the saint do we encounter an “otherness” that ignites the sense of mystery. Miracles are a part of that mystery, and so they figure prominently in the making of saints. Indeed, it was just this point which moved Graham Greene, after reading Making Saints and just before his death, to write me a long letter recounting his own experiences of Padre Pio, whose story is told in these pages.


Yet, I should acknowledge that publication of the book also caused a considerable uproar within the Vatican’s Congregation for the Causes of Saints. Some members of the Congregation were upset because I had dared to point out what I believe are fundamental weaknesses throughout the saint-making system as it exists today. Many of these weaknesses, as it happens, were first pointed out to me by consultants and other Vatican priests who work with the Congregation. My foremost concern remains the fact that, with the abolition of the Devil’s Advocate and his staff, there now is no one charged with the responsibility to challenge the evidence brought forward by the candidate’s postulator. Put another way, everyone involved in a canonization process now has a stake in its positive outcome. This, it seemed to me, leaves the Catholic faithful unprotected against the possibility that a powerful and influential group might manipulate this process, which the church (as I describe) had struggled for centuries to perfect, for the benefit of an unworthy candidate. Without the Devil’s Advocate, who can prevent such an outcome? And without some means of making the process public, who would know?


As a case in point, I cited the questions that were then beginning to surface concerning the process on behalf of Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer, the highly controversial Spanish priest who founded the conservative Catholic organization, Opus Dei (The Work of God), and whose cause had yet to be judged. (See pages 383–87.) Because of my questions, Cardinal Pietro Palazzini, the Prefect of the Congregation and a strong supporter of Opus Dei, presented a copy of Making Saints, as part of a formal complaint, to Pope John Paul II, Opus Dei’s most important patron. I trust the Pope read the book and, I like to think, learned from it.


Since 1991, a few of the figures you will meet in this book have retired or been replaced—including Cardinal Palazzini himself. What hasn’t changed, however, is the incredible zeal with which John Paul II has used the saint-making process to underline his vision for the church. Indeed, the one fact in the book which has been most often repeated in the media is that John Paul II has beatified and canonized more individuals than all of his twentieth-century predecessors combined. If anything, that trend has accelerated since this book first appeared. By the end of 1995, after little more than sixteen years as pope, he had presided over 208 beatifications and 38 canonizations involving some 875 individuals. By comparison, the next most active pope in this area, Pius XII, beatified 23 and canonized 33 individuals in a total of 56 ceremonies over nineteen years.


Every pope remakes the Catholic hierarchy by appointing cardinals and bishops who share his vision. (When the next papal conclave is held, a majority of the cardinal-electors—including, very possibly the new pope himself—will owe their red hats to John Paul II.) What John Paul II has also done, however, is virtually remake the calendar of saints as well. Indeed, his unprecedented determination to proclaim new saints from every corner of the globe is certain to be remembered as one of the most enduring legacies of his lengthy pontificate. And I say this in full recognition of the importance of his many encyclicals, his pivotal role in the collapse of Communist rule in Eastern Europe, and his formidable efforts, manifest in the last two years, to influence the international social policies of the United Nations.


In my Introduction, I observe that the Congregation for the Causes of Saints is not one of the power centers within the Vatican. That certainly was true under previous popes, but it can no longer be said of the current papacy. In the hands of John Paul II, the saint-making process has become a very powerful mechanism for advancing his message. Whatever else it is, religion is a symbol system. The power to decide who is and who is not worthy to be venerated as a saint is the power to define which symbols will convey to the church at large what it means to be a disciple of Christ. And no pope in the history of the church has made greater use of the church’s saint-making mechanism to further his understanding of Christian discipleship.


For example:


On a cold, rainy Sunday in May 1995, the second of a three-day visit to the Czech Republic, Pope John Paul II canonized two saints in the eastern city of Olomouc. The press took note because Czech Protestants objected to the canonization of one of the Blesseds, Father Jan Sarkander, a Moravian parish priest who died in 1620 from wounds he suffered when he was tortured by Protestant forces during the post-Reformation wars of religion. To Czech Catholics Sarkander was a martyr for the faith. To Czech Protestants, he was a symbol of Catholic oppression under the Austrian Hapsburgs. In a public letter to the pope, Bishop Pavel Smetana of the Evangelical Church of the Czech Brethren, complained that Father Sarkander’s canonization was an unwanted reminder of a Catholic program of forced conversions during the bloody struggles for religious and political hegemony in Central Europe. Rather than needlessly revive painful memories of the humiliations Protestants had suffered at the hands of Catholics, the bishop declared, the pope would do better to hold this obtrusive ceremony in Rome instead.


It was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that the making of a saint—a purely ecclesiastical act—was fraught with political significance. Nor was it the only time in his eighteen-year reign that John Paul II, the most political of modern popes, would use the symbolism of sanctity to transform a sticky political situation into a personal public-relations triumph. Speaking in Czech, the pope hailed the canonization of Sarkander as an honor “for all those in this century, not only in Moravia and Bohemia but throughout all of Eastern Europe, who preferred the loss of property, marginalization, and death, rather than submit to oppression and violence.” (Italics his.) In short, he associated the martyrdom of a seventeenth-century priest with the suffering endured three hundred years later by Eastern Europeans under successive Nazi and Communist regimes. Martyrdom, he was saying, is a seamless red garment transcending time and tyranny, hardly a thing of the past.


The Polish pope then did something few of his predecessors had ever done. He apologized: “Today, I the Pope of the Church of Rome, in the name of all Catholics, ask forgiveness for the wrongs inflicted on non-Catholics during the turbulent history of these peoples; at the same time I pledge the Catholic Church’s forgiveness for whatever harm her sons and daughters suffered.” (Italics his.) By calling for healing he coopted his critics.


All this was news, of course. But what also caught my attention was a brief meditation at the close of the ceremony. In it, the pope linked the newly canonized with a long litany of Slav sancti and beati stretching across the centuries from the first apostles to the Slavs, Gorazd and his companions, through classic figures such as Wenceslaus, Adalbert and John Nepomucene, down to contemporary saints like Bishop John Neumann, a Bohemian emigrant who, in 1977, became the first—and still the only—male American saint. It was a roll call of the only royalty the church recognizes; by reciting their names, the Pope was reminding the assembled Moravians, Bohemians, Silesians, Czechs, and Poles who had crossed the border for the day that—despite wars, social conflicts, and shifting political boundaries and allegiances—“your ancient, historic lands are the homeland of saints.” Holiness, he concluded, “is the only thing that matters in our life,” and all are called to be saints.


Whatever else he may be—philosopher, geopolitician, leader of the world’s largest body of Christians—John Paul II is an evangelist. And more than any other religious figure, he is preoccupied by the dawning of a new millennium in the year 2000. Time and again he has referred to the newly canonized as “Saints for the Third Millennium”—even when, as in the case of Father Sarkander, the saint has been dead for several centuries. As a poet and playwright, he understands the primordial power of stories; his many beatifications and canonizations are dramatic validation of this book’s central argument: that saints exist in and through their stories.


Centuries before the canonization process achieved anything like its present-day bureaucratic form, there were martyrologies or lists of local saints who had died for the faith and whose names and stories were memorialized by the local churches. From these arose numerous calendars of saints. Not until the seventeenth century were these disparate local calendars harmonized into a universal calendar of saints for the entire Catholic church. Now, in a directive that has received virtually no attention outside the church, John Paul II has asked bishops around the world to contribute worthy names to a new martyrology for the church’s third millennium, a list of the faithful men and women in the twentieth century who witnessed with their lives to the lordship of Jesus Christ. The list will be heavy with names—some well known, many not—from his native Eastern Europe, yes, and from the former Soviet Union, but also names of Catholics unsung outside China and other parts of Asia and of martyrs from Africa and Latin America who died for the faith in this century of almost unceasing war and religious persecution. What is unusual is that the list will include not only Roman Catholics but Orthodox, Anglican, and Protestant Christians as well. As the pope acknowledges, “Perhaps the most convincing form of ecumenism is the ecumenism of the saints and of the martyrs.” It is by this list of martyrs for the faith, albeit honorific rather than official, that the pope wants the essential history of twentieth-century Christianity to be known. It is an act of corrective historiography, and who can say that he is wrong?


In this context, it is interesting to see what has happened to some of the recent causes, especially Americans, detailed in the following pages. The cause of Cardinal Terence Cooke of New York has been accepted by Rome, but officials are still collecting evidence of his heroic virtues and of his reputation for holiness. Every year, his successor, Cardinal John J. O’Connor of New York, hosts a lavish lunch or dinner to rally support for the cause that he himself initiated. On the other hand, O’Connor has done nothing to advance the cause of another New Yorker, Dorothy Day, co-founder of the Catholic Worker movement. At this writing, her cause remains where it was before: a fledgling effort supported by the Claretian Fathers of Chicago, where Day was born. Rome has accepted the cause of another American, Solanus Casey, a Capuchin friar who lived in New York, Detroit, and Milwaukee and was known in his lifetime for his extraordinary humility and (like another Capuchin friar, Padre Pio) for his ability to read the hearts of those who came to him to confess their sins or simply for his advice. If, as seems likely, his cause is successful, Casey would become the first native-born American male saint.


Of greater international interest is the case of Oscar Romero, the late Archbishop of San Salvador. Officially, he has moved no closer to beatification. At the end of 1994, his successor and friend Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas died. The new Archbishop, Fernando Saenz Lacalle, is a Spanish-born priest of Opus Dei but it is very doubtful that he could or would do anything to delay or block Romero’s cause. What is certain is that Romero—easily the best-known martyr of the twentieth-century church—will be prominently mentioned in John Paul II’s unofficial martyrology of the twentieth century.


Throughout this book, the discerning reader will see that causes I discuss were chosen primarily for the light each sheds on some facet of the complex saint-making process. In no instance did I use the unprecedented access I was given to the Congregation, its officials, and their positiones, as the candidates’ official dossiers are called, to promote or retard the cause of any candidate under consideration. Among the documents I discuss is the positio on behalf of Pope Pius IX, to which the entirety of Chapter Ten is devoted. This document is still so secret and sensitive that to this day no Vatican official has ever publicly acknowledged its existence. The questions it raises about how a pope is to be judged worthy of sainthood are profound and far-reaching, especially since three recent popes, Pius XII, John XXIII, and Paul VI, are also candidates for canonization. Nowhere else, in short, will the reader find even a mention of this document, much less learn that John Paul II has thus far refused to beatify Pius IX, by far the most controversial pope since the Reformation.


In this context, it is noteworthy that the one positio that neither I nor even other members of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints were permitted to examine was the one prepared and held in secret by Opus Dei on behalf of its founder, Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer. Since Opus Dei had regarded “The Father” as a saint even before he died and revered him accordingly, outsiders wondered what, if anything, there was to hide. This Preface would not be complete, therefore, without a brief account of the extraordinary public outcry that occurred, after the publication of this book, when Opus Dei succeeded in having their founder declared a “Blessed” of the church.


Escrivá, it should be said, was a mysterious and controversial figure long before his death on June 26, 1975. There were conflicting reports about his relationship with the Spanish dictator, General Francisco Franco, during and after the Spanish Civil War; about his own fiery and unpredictable personality; about his attitude toward the reforms of Vatican Council II and his relationships with several popes and other church figures. Opus Dei itself has been a source of considerable controversy, particularly because of what critics see as its excessive secrecy and its purported political and economic power in various countries, not to mention inside the Vatican itself. In light of all this, I was anxious to see how these issues would be addressed in the positio.


As it happened, Escrivá’s cause was one of the first to be prepared and brought to judgment under the new reformed rules for making saints. His positio—6,000 pages drawn up in secret by an Opus Dei team—was the longest and, according to Father Flavio Capucci, the postulator for Opus Dei who prepared it, the most thorough ever written. Since the point of the reformed canonization process was to emphasize historical accuracy and the saint’s importance as a model of holiness for contemporary Christians, I was particularly interested to learn how Capucci and his team satisfied these goals. There was, moreover, the intriguing fact that Escrivá was scheduled for beatification a mere seventeen years after his death. At that rate, he was on track to surpass St. Thérèse of Lisieux, whose canonization just twenty-eight years after her death remains a modern record. I was well aware, from my many months of interviews and research within the Congregation, that Cardinal Palazzini had given cause of Escrivá priority over other candidates. I was aware, too, that the officials of Opus Dei were counting on their founder’s beatification and canonization to silence the many critics of “The Father” and to justify Opus Dei itself.


The first solid evidence that something was deeply wrong with Escrivá’s cause surfaced in the first week of 1992. According to Opus Dei, the positio supporting Escrivá’s “heroic virtues” had been approved unanimously two years earlier by a panel of nine judges. But in the January 13 issue of Newsweek, I was able to report that two of the judges, Luigi DeMagistris and Justo Fernández Alonso, had in fact rendered sharp disapproval of the positio. Each had independently cast a “suspended” vote, demanding that certain questions be resolved before proceeding further. One of the dissenting judges, in fact, warned that the beatification of Escrivá could cause “grave public scandal” to the church. Normally, two dissenting votes (judges almost never cast a decisive “No” vote) are sufficient to halt a cause, at least until all objections can be removed. Why in this instance were the objections of these judges ignored? Further, Newsweek was able to break the official silence that up till then had surrounded the process. One of the Vatican’s senior and most conservative prelates, Cardinal Silvio Oddi, no enemy of Opus Dei, told Newsweek that many bishops were “very displeased” by the rush to canonize Escrivá so soon after his death.


Reaction to the article was swift. Oddi was visited within the week by officials of Opus Dei. And shortly thereafter, a six-month investigation was inaugurated in which every member (thirty in all) of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints under the level of bishop was interrogated in a futile effort to find out who had leaked the information about the judges to me. Clearly, officials of both Opus Dei and the Congregation were upset at being found out.


In the months that followed, copies of the entire positio were leaked to the press, and I went to Rome to examine it first hand. In a press conference at Rome’s Foreign Press Office, I was able to point to a number of facts that raised serious doubts about the objectivity, integrity, and fairness of the entire proceeding on behalf of Escrivá. Of these, two were key.


First, every cause must include testimony from witnesses who knew the candidate. Advocates for the cause are required to supply church tribunals with the names of witnesses who oppose as well as support the candidate. Testimony was given at two tribunals, one in Rome and the other in Madrid. The documents showed that the names of eleven critics were submitted to tribunal judges. Of these, only one—Spanish sociologist Alberto Moncada, a former member of Opus Dei—was allowed to testify. His remarks, a scant two pages out of a total of 2,000, were introduced in the final positio by a preface denying the validity of his statements.


Moreover, I was able to interview six other men and women who had lived and/or worked closely with Escrivá. The examples they gave of vanity, venality, temper tantrums, harshness toward subordinates, and criticism of popes and other churchmen were hardly the characteristics one expects to find in a Christian saint. But their testimony was not allowed to be heard. At least two of them were vilified in the positio by name, yet neither of them was permitted to defend their reputations. On the other hand, fully 40 percent of the 2,000 pages of testimony came from just two witnesses: Alvaro del Portillo, Escrivá’s successor, and Javier Echevarria Rodriguez, who succeeded del Portillo and is the head of Opus Dei today. They were, needless to say, the two people in the world least likely to find fault with “The Father” and most likely to benefit from his beatification and canonization.


Secondly, the narrative of Escrivá’s life displayed a man so favored by God that he seemed hardly human. As I argue in this book, the great weakness of positiones as a literary genre is their tendency to idealize candidates for canonization. Escrivá’s positio is a classic of the kind: reading it, one would never guess that the volatile and often devious Escrivá had ever sinned, harmed others, or had any flaws of character. Only once, the authors would have us believe, did Escrivá ever lose his temper! As Eric Hoffer once observed, perhaps with the example of St. Augustine in mind, “Many of the insights of the saint stem from his experience as a sinner.” But then Escrivá often claimed that his insights came directly from God.


Equally important, despite the positio’s exaggerated length of 6,000 pages (by comparison, the positio on behalf Cardinal John Henry Newman, who lived much longer and wrote much more—and infinitely better—than Escrivá, ran to only 1,000 pages), it fails to account for numerous key episodes in Escrivá’s life, notably his relationship with General Franco and his dictatorship. At least nine members of Opus Dei are known to have served in Franco’s cabinet. But in his haste to see Escrivá canonized, the postulator of Opus Dei was unable to document this and other crucial aspects of Escrivá’s public life because the relevant ecclesiastical and state records are in archives that are still closed to researchers.


In sum, there was considerable evidence that Escrivá’s life had not been thoroughly researched and fairly presented, that the tribunal judges had prevented contrary witnesses from being heard, and that officials of the Congregation had bowed to pressure from Opus Dei to speed the process througth. But none of this mattered in the end. Since John Paul II had accepted the results of the questionable process, officials of Opus Dei insisted that any criticism of it was criticism of the pope himself. Thus, on May 17, 1992, Josemaría Escrivá de Balaguer was declared “Blessed” by John Paul II in a ceremony second in size and splendor only to the election of a pope. Some 200,000 Opus Dei members and friends marched like an invading army to St. Peter’s Square to witness the event. For four days the festival continued, with Escrivá’s body on daily display. In all, seventeen cardinals—including the papal Secretary of State and the chief administrators of the Roman Curia—celebrated masses in a dozen different languages at churches throughout the city. For Opus Dei, it was convincing proof, if proof were needed, of its ascendant power and influence on the papacy of John Paul II.


But for all the pomp and ceremony, Escrivá entered the lists of the Blesseds with a huge asterisk after his name. The legitimacy of the process by which he was judged worthy of beatification remains in permanent doubt. “The Father” may indeed be a saint in the eyes of God—and that, after all, is the only thing that really matters—but it is likely that he will be venerated only by members of Opus Dei and its friends. His reputation for holiness, it now appears, will forever be tainted by the suspicion that for his sake the saint-making process was subverted. Moreover, by failing to insure a thorough and impartial process, the Congregation has sullied its own hard-won reputation for integrity, impartiality, and independence from outside influence. With Opus Dei, the Congregation now faces the worst nightmare imaginable to Rome’s saint-makers: that further information now buried in official archives—and in the memories of many who knew him well—will, like Oscar Wilde’s picture of Dorian Gray, eventually give the lie to the image of holiness they themselves created.


•  •  •


While Making Saints focuses on the canonization process within the Church of Rome, it does so in the wider interest of enquiring into the nature of holiness itself. Each time a new saint is officially recognized by the church, an answer is given to the perennial question, “What is a saint?” While this book records my own journey of inquiry into the nature of sanctity, it also joins the work of numerous scholars in a variety of disciplines for whom holiness, spirituality, and sanctity have become matters of considerable interest, even urgency. The figure of the saint has become particularly fruitful for interdisciplinary studies and comparative religion. Saints are found in all the great world traditions, and, though sanctity means different things in each tradition, the quest for holiness (or its equivalent) is universal. In this respect, I have been especially pleased to see that Making Saints has proved useful for courses taught at several universities.


But saints are primarily figures of popular religion. This new edition of Making Saints arrives at a moment in American culture when popular interest is shifting from the ethereal (and often banal) figure of the angel to the more realistic figure of the saint. Since this book was first published, numerous books on saints have appeared in the United States. The young, especially, are searching for models of human behavior worthy of emulation. Among Protestants, in particular, there is a welcome reconsideration of the ancient Christian doctrine of the communio sanctorum, the communion of saints. That doctrine speaks to the disconnection that many Americans feel—from each other, from the past, from the earth, from themselves. The saints in the Catholic tradition cannot be understood apart from the experience of radical communion: an experience of the truth that “in God we are all connected, giving and receiving unexpected and undeserved acts of grace.”


As the reader will soon discover, this is above all a book of stories. It is through the hearing and telling of stories that we come to know who we are. The same is true of saints: through their stories they are made present to us. Therefore, how those stories are told matters greatly if we are to recognize “the harmony of holiness.” Indeed, it seems to me that the time has come to provide a new definition of what we mean by the word “saint” in the Christian tradition. A saint is always someone through whom we catch a glimpse of what God is like—and of what we are called to be. Only God “makes” saints, of course. The church merely identifies from time to time a few of these for emulation. The church then tells the story. But the author is the Source of the grace by which saints live. And there we have it: A saint is someone whose story God tells.








INTRODUCTION






IS MOTHER TERESA of Calcutta a saint?


To millions of people she is a “living saint” for her unselfish service to the diseased, the dying, the wretched, the homeless, the outcast. The order of religious women she founded in 1949, the Missionaries of Charity, is now a worldwide network of three thousand members, with shelters, clinics, and convents in India, Africa, Asia, North and South America, Western and Eastern Europe—eighty-seven countries in all. If this diminutive Albanian nun, winner of the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1979, were to die tomorrow—as she almost did in 1989—the pope and the whole world, one imagines, would mourn her passing.


Yet she would not be a saint—at least not officially in the eyes of her own church. Her life would have to be investigated by the proper church authorities. Her writings and conduct would be scrutinized. Witnesses would be summoned to testify to her “heroic” virtue. Miracles wrought posthumously through her intercession would have to be proved. Only then would the pope officially declare her a saint.


Roman Catholics believe in saints. They pray to them, they honor them, they treasure their relics, they name their children and their churches after them. But Catholics are not alone in their veneration of saintly figures. Buddhists venerate their arahants, their bodhisattvas, and (among Tibetans) their lamas. Hindus revere a bewildering range of divinely human and humanly divine figures, including their personal gurus or spiritual teachers. Muslims have their awliyā’Allāh (close friends of God) and their revered Sufi masters. Even in Judaism, whose rabbinic leaders have never encouraged veneration of human beings, alive or dead, one finds popular devotion to figures such as Abraham and Moses, assorted martyrs, beloved rabbis, and other tsaddikim, (“just men”).


Among other Christian churches, the Russian Orthodox retains a vigorous devotion to the saints, especially the early church fathers and martyrs. On rare occasions, new names (usually monks or bishops) are grafted onto their traditional lists of saints. Since the Reformation, the cult of the saints has largely disappeared from Protestant Christianity, but even among conservative Evangelicals special reverence is attached to the prophets of the Old Testament and the apostles of the New. Something like the cult continues among Anglicans and Lutherans, who maintain feast days and calendars of saints. But while the Anglicans have no mechanism for recognizing new saints, the Lutherans from time to time do informally recommend new names (Dag Hammarskjöld, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Pope John XXIII are recent additions) for thanksgiving and remembrance by the faithful.


The saint, then, is a familiar figure in all world religions. But only the Roman Catholic Church has a formal, continuous, and highly rationalized process for “making” saints. And only in the Church of Rome does one find a group of professionals whose job is to investigate lives—and validate the required miracles—for sainthood. In fact, during the reign of John Paul II, the church has beatified (a penultimate declaration of blessedness allowing limited public cult) and canonized more people than under any other pope.


To the outside world, canonization is rather like the Nobel Prize: no one really knows why one candidate is chosen over another or who—apart from the pope—does the selecting. Even among Roman Catholics, the process of making saints seems as long and mysterious as the gestation of a pearl or the formation of a star. Within the Vatican itself, the handful of men most intimately involved with individual causes are neither well known nor rewarded with hierarchical rank. Among the nine congregations or ministries of the Holy See, the Congregation for the Causes of Saints will not be found on anyone’s list of Vatican power centers. Its officials do not govern the church, set foreign policy, determine doctrinal orthodoxy, select bishops, or regulate clergy. Yet their work is the only activity which, in their view at least, requires the regular exercise of the papacy’s unique and most awesome power: the exercise of papal infallibility.


Strictly speaking, of course, the church does not “make saints.” God alone provides the grace whereby a Peter or a Paul, a Francis or an Ignatius, a Catherine, a Clare, or a Teresa attains that level of Christian perfection which, in Catholic reckoning, constitutes sainthood. And only God knows how many saints there are or have been. What the church does claim is the divinely guided ability to discern from time to time that this or that person is among the elect. The purpose in identifying these holy men and women is to set them before the faithful for their emulation. In this sense, the church does indeed “make saints.”


The making of saints, therefore, is an inherently ecclesial process. It is done by others for others. In the first instance, the “others” are not bishops or professional Vatican investigators, but anyone at all who, through prayers, the use of relics, petitions for “divine favors,” and similar devotions, contributes to a candidate’s reputation for holiness. Indeed, by tradition and church law, every cause must originate among “the people”; in this sense, the making of saints can be regarded as the most democratic process in the church, a process by which God Himself makes known through others the identity of authentic saints. At least that is the view from Rome. In the second instance, the “others” are, in the widest sense, the current and future generations of believers. It is for their edification and, it is hoped, emulation that the church makes saints.


The saints themselves, of course, have no need of veneration. In the metaphor of St. Paul, they have already run the race and won their laurels. Canonization, in other words, is strictly a posthumous exercise. Or, to turn the matter round, a “living saint” is, canonically speaking, a contradiction in terms.


To “canonize” means to declare that a person is worthy of universal public cult. Canonization takes place through a solemn papal declaration that a person is, for certain, with God. Because of that certainty, the faithful can, with confidence, pray to the saint to intercede with God on their behalf. The person’s name is inscribed in the church’s list of saints and he or she is “raised to the altars”—that is, assigned a feast day for liturgical veneration by the entire church.


But popes have been canonizing saints for only the last thousand years. Since 1234, when the right to canonize was officially reserved to the papacy alone, there have been fewer than 300 canonizations. There are, however, some ten thousand Christian saints whose cults have been identified by church historians, and doubtless there are thousands more whose names are lost to history. Papal canonization, therefore, is, from the historical viewpoint, only one way that Christians have found to make saints. What’s more, it may not be—even now and even for Roman Catholics—the most important.


What I’m suggesting is that formal canonization is part of a much wider, older, and culturally more complex process of “making saints.” To make a saint, or to commune with the saints already made, one must first know their stories. Indeed, it is hardly an exaggeration to say that the saints are their stories. On this view, making saints is a process whereby a life is transformed into a text. With some early Christian saints like Christopher, whose historical existence is doubtful, the text takes the form of legend, orally transmitted. In the case of the great and prolific Augustine of Hippo, on the other hand, we have in addition to oral tradition and historical documents his own Confessions, an autobiographical text to which millions of Christians over the last sixteen centuries have looked for an understanding of what it means to become a saint. Moreover there are many reliable biographies in which the stories of the classic and the more recent saints have been rescued from the exaggerations of folk stories and hagiolatry.


The point is that whether through legends or folk stories, through their own writings or writings about them (including the Bible), the lives of the saints constitute an important—some theologians would say the most important—medium for transmitting the meaning of the Christian faith. Even among evangelical Protestants, for whom the cult of the saints is anathema, it is the Acts of the Apostles, and especially of Paul, which provide the core models of Christian behavior, experience, and identity. Theologians may produce theology, churches may propound doctrines and dogmas, but it is only the saint who speaks to both the common believer and the tutored elites. In their stories, history and faith, biography and ideas, time and the transcendent mix and meld.


For as long as Christianity has existed, people have told and retold the stories of saints. They have celebrated them in icons, paintings, and statues. It was the cult of the saints which transformed cemeteries into shrines, shrines into cities, and prompted that robust form of social adventure and cohesion, the pilgrimage. For better or worse, it was, as we shall see, the cult of the saints which extended the boundaries of Christianity and, even after the Reformation, continued to mediate faith and morality in Catholic countries. What happens, though, when the saint no longer registers as a cultural ideal? What happens when the stories of saints are no longer remembered, no longer told? What happens when the miracles wrought by or through saints are no longer believed? What happens when the inherited patterns of holiness by which saints are recognized and revered no longer compel the vast majority of believers? In 1988 alone, for instance, Pope John Paul II canonized 122 men and women and beatified another 22. How many Roman Catholics knew their names or cared? And outside the church, did it matter? What happens when, as one American Catholic theologian ruefully puts it, “Formal canonization procedures no longer give us the saints we need”?


Christianity is unthinkable without sinners, unlivable without saints. As recently as Vatican Council II, the church declared that “sanctity is for everyone,” not just a chosen few. Yet year after year, a few are chosen from among the anonymous many to be held up for invocation, veneration, and imitation. Who does this, how and why—this is the subject of what follows. My inquiries took me to Rome, of course, but also to Central America, several countries of Northern Europe, and throughout the United States—to places where specific saints were made or are in the making. My journeys convinced me that the figure of the saint, though faded, is not disappearing. It is changing. So too is the process by which saints are made. That process ends in Rome but it does not begin there. It can, as I discovered, begin anywhere.


Feast of St. Lawrence, August 10, 1990





CHAPTER ONE






THE LOCAL POLITICS OF SAINTHOOD









CARDINAL COOKE: THE BROTHERHOOD OF THE CHANCERY



ON THE FEAST of St. Patrick, 1984, Bishop Theodore McCarrick of Metuchen, New Jersey, wrote a letter to his colleague, John J. O’Connor, who was to be installed two days later as archbishop of New York. In his letter, McCarrick recalled that both of them had had the privilege of working closely with O’Connor’s predecessor, Cardinal Terence Cooke, who had died just five months earlier. “It is, therefore, with some confidence that I make this request,” McCarrick wrote, “. . . that you begin in the Archdiocese of New York a process leading, if it is God’s will, to the beatification and canonization of Terence James Cooke.”


McCarrick’s confidence was well grounded. He had already discussed the matter with a half-dozen of O’Connor’s colleagues in the New York Archdiocese, all of whom had served either Cooke or his predecessor, Cardinal Francis Spellman, as personal secretaries, auxiliary bishops, or ranking monsignori. The group’s collective judgment was sufficient to convince O’Connor to set the necessary mechanisms in motion.


What began then was a concerted effort to provide New Yorkers with their first canonized saint. Since the cardinal’s life would have to be investigated, the Cardinal Cooke Archives were created at the archdiocesan seminary for the purpose of cataloging his papers and storing his personal effects. Since the cause would also have to be publicized and funded, the Cardinal Cooke Guild was established in an office at the archdiocese’s midtown chancery building. One of the guild’s most important functions would be to promote prayer to Cooke in the hope that some of those prayers would be answered with “divine favors” and the cardinal credited with the sine qua non of a canonizable saint: the power of intercession with God. Finally, the entire project was put in the hands of Cooke’s former confessor, Capuchin friar Benedict Groeschel, who was assigned to write Cooke’s spiritual biography and dispatched to Rome for further instructions. On October 9, the first anniversary of Cooke’s death, O’Connor officially launched his predecessor toward sainthood at a memorial Mass in St. Patrick’s Cathedral.


It was an extravagant gesture, even for the flamboyant O’Connor. Never before had an American bishop been so bold as to propose his immediate predecessor for sainthood. But if O’Connor had counted on enthusiasm from Rome, he couldn’t have been more mistaken. For one thing, the church’s calendar of saints is already top-heavy with clerics; what the church needs, Roman officials had been saying for years, is more lay saints. For another, Vatican officials were surprised to hear that someone thought the late cardinal archbishop of New York was worthy of canonization. Cooke’s reputation for holiness, it seems, had not crossed the Atlantic. At the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, O’Connor’s emissary, Father Benedict, was given a lesson in Roman reticence.


“What makes you think your cardinal is a saint?” asked Monsignor Fabijan Veraja, the imperious Croatian who is subsecretary of the congregation.


“I think he might be, Monsignor,” the friar from New York carefully replied.


“Good,” said Veraja. “Because if you don’t think he’s a saint, you have no reason to be here. But if you’re convinced he’s a saint, you’ve taken away my job.”


If that weren’t caution enough, Veraja warned Benedict of just how treacherous the spiritual waters were that he was wading into. “Let me remind you,” he said ominously, “that the Servants of God experience much misunderstanding and detraction in their pursuit of holiness. Those who undertake to promote the causes of the Servants of God must expect the same.”


What really irritated officials of the congregation was the precipitous manner in which O’Connor and his friends had initiated Cooke’s cause. In his haste to get the cause moving, O’Connor had violated both the letter and the spirit of canon law, which stipulates that a cause cannot officially be launched until the candidate for sainthood has been dead for at least five years. The rule is not a frivolous one. It is based on ancient tradition which holds that a cause for canonization must arise spontaneously among the faithful of the local church, and continue for decades to elicit their prayers and other demonstrations of devotion. It is also based on centuries of experience, as summarized by Veraja himself: “A cause of canonization is never a matter of urgency . . . He [the local bishop] should not let himself be seduced by easy enthusiasm, sometimes perhaps not so disinterested, nor should he yield to the pressures of ‘public opinion’—which is quite a different thing from a true reputation for sanctity—especially when behind it all are the powers of the media.”


In other words, the first duty of the local bishop—in this case, O’Connor—is to let the reputation for holiness ripen of its own accord. If it persists for five or ten years, then he is permitted to organize an official investigation into the candidate’s life and works in order to determine whether the reputation is justified. By seizing the initiative himself—and so shortly after the cardinal’s death—O’Connor had in fact jeopardized Cooke’s cause: how was Rome to tell whether Cooke’s reputation for holiness had arisen spontaneously from the people, or through the vigorous promotional and publicity efforts that O’Connor, McCarrick, and the others had set in motion?


Father Benedict returned from Rome thoroughly chastened, only to discover that word of the cause had produced resistance on the home front as well. Although the Cardinal Cooke Guild soon amassed an impressive mailing list of ten thousand supporters, not everyone in New York who knew—even loved—the cardinal was prepared to see him made a saint. Cooke’s only surviving sibling, his sister Katherine, as well as several old friends of the late cardinal balked at providing testimony for his spiritual biography. To them, his death was still too fresh, their grief too resonant, to imagine him suddenly transposed into the iconic company of the saints whose marble statues and stained-glass images garnish St. Patrick’s Cathedral.


More important, many priests of the archdiocese were simply not convinced of Cooke’s holiness and were correspondingly skeptical of O’Connor’s motives. As the more critical of these clergy saw it, O’Connor’s initiative was another example of the cronyism which, they felt, had long characterized the way affairs are administered in the New York Archdiocese. In their view, the cause was a presumptuous campaign by a few close friends and protégés of Spellman and Cooke, launched without any prior soundings among the clergy, and aimed, not a few of the critics felt, at ultimately winning the church’s posthumous blessing on the entire era in New York church politics. That era began with the installation of Spellman in 1939 and ended with the death of Cooke forty-four years later. No one, of course, argued this to O’Connor’s face. But they did not spare Father Benedict—thus proving, in the bearded friar’s mind, the truth of Monsignor Veraja’s orotund forebodings.


But the biggest obstacle in the path of Cooke’s canonization was Cooke himself. There could be no hope at all for the cause unless his supporters could demonstrate to Rome (a) that the cardinal had exercised the Christian virtues (especially faith, hope, and charity) to a heroic degree, and (b) that proclaiming him a saint would be an act of great importance for the entire church. It was up to Father Benedict to write a spiritual biography of Cooke which, much like the campaign biographies produced for presidential candidates, would evidence the cardinal’s worthiness on both counts.


In assessing Cooke’s life, Father Benedict could look to one precedent of sorts: Bishop John Nepomucene Neumann of Philadelphia, at that time the last American citizen to be canonized (1977).I At his death in 1860, Neumann was as unlikely a candidate for sainthood as Cooke was at his death in 1983. The diminutive (he was only five feet, two inches tall) Bohemian immigrant was considered an inept administrator and might never have been put up for canonization (the Philadelphia hierarchy thought Neumann’s predecessor, a scholarly Irish churchman named Francis Patrick Kenrick, a more promising candidate) had he not also been a member of the Redemptorist Fathers, the religious order that eventually—and after much prodding—pushed his cause. Like Neumann, Cooke was not regarded as a strong churchman. He was a pious, self-effacing prelate, “the perfect number two man,” according to one archdiocesan historian, Monsignor Florence Cohalan. Trained as a social worker and transformed into an accountant, Cooke progressed from personal secretary to Spellman to vicar-general of the archdiocese and auxiliary bishop. In addition to his formal duties, Cooke looked after Spellman’s personal needs, showing him a kindness that the autocratic cardinal was not accustomed to receiving. When Spellman died in 1968, Cooke was his surprise choice as successor. But Cooke never exerted the extraordinary national and international leadership that Spellman exercised. On the contrary, he seemed most comfortable entertaining old folks and dropping in on the sick.


But Cooke did one thing well: he died with considerable courage and grace. Three months before his death, the cardinal’s office revealed that for the previous ten years he had been secretly receiving blood transfusions and chemotherapy for leukemia. Not even intimates like O’Connor knew of his painful condition. The entire city took notice as the cardinal calmly accepted his fate, citing the words of his episcopal motto, “Thy will be done.” In a moving final letter, read on Sunday, October 9, three days after his death, Cooke reminded the Catholics of New York that “the ‘gift of life,’ God’s special gift, is no less beautiful when it is accompanied by illness or weakness, hunger or poverty, mental or physical handicaps, loneliness or old age. Indeed, at these times, human life gains extra splendor as it requires special care, concern, and reverence. It is in and through the weakness of human vessels that the Lord continues to reveal the power of His love.” In short, it was Cooke’s affecting death that convinced his closest friends and protégés that all these years perhaps they had been living with a saint.


In preparing the cardinal’s spiritual biography, Father Benedict decided to begin with Cooke’s exemplary death, then show how that death was the fruition of a lifelong process of spiritual growth. It was not an unorthodox approach. It was, in fact, rather like the way the life of Jesus had been structured by the authors of the Four Gospels: from death backward to birth. The difference, among others, was that there were few stories about Cooke with which to weave a compelling narrative.


The job of documenting Cooke’s life fell to the Reverend Terry Webber, a Lutheran pastor who volunteered to help Benedict and was soon appointed Cooke’s archivist. As a Lutheran, and as the one person involved in the cause who hadn’t known the late cardinal, Webber was well suited to function as disinterested collaborator. Even some of the officials in Rome were intrigued by the fact that a non-Catholic cleric was eager to help the project.


When I first met Webber, he was a year into his work. He was installed in the Cooke Archives at the seminary where, to simplify matters, he was called “Father” like all the other clerics. Webber showed me a room full of Cooke memorabilia: a bed, chest of drawers, and desk from his summer home; the cardinal’s violin; stacks of underwear with T. J. Cooke stamped military-fashion on them; old photographs; an honorary key to the city; a pen from President Lyndon Johnson. A closet yielded an assortment of vestments and cassocks, including chamois-lined skullcaps designed especially for balding prelates. “If he is a saint, all his personal belongings will be relics,” Webber observed without affect. “There’ll be some old nuns who will cut his clothes into shreds and send them out as relics.”


A second storage room, formerly a seminarian’s bedroom, was shelved to the ceiling with documents, including fifty-one volumes of newspaper and magazine clippings devoted to Cooke. Part of his responsibility, Webber explained, was to provide a chronology of Cooke’s life in terms of the major national and international events that occurred while he was archbishop of New York. The purpose of this exercise is to locate Cooke’s life against the horizon of his times. For example, the day he was installed as archbishop, Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated, and the week he died, South Korean Jet 007 was mysteriously shot down over the Soviet Union. In between, the civil rights movement crested and declined; the United States lost its first war, in Vietnam; Richard Nixon replaced Johnson in the White House. There were Watergate and Jimmy Carter and the Reagan revolution. Throughout it all, Cooke sent and received letters to the White House, but there were no revelations in the correspondence, no evidence that he had exercised a significant influence, spiritually or politically, on any of the four presidents. Of the four, Nixon was the president who wrote Cooke most often, especially during election campaigns, but their correspondence ceased the day Nixon resigned the presidency. Cooke watched the resignation on television, then ordered all Nixon photos and memorabilia removed from his rectory.


As for his private and spiritual life, the archives had yet to yield anything fresh or arresting—or negative. With one eye Webber examined Cooke’s correspondence to see if it revealed anything that could be considered out of the character expected of a saint; for example, whether he was unduly critical or overbearing with subordinates. With the other eye, Webber looked for “quotable quotes” that Benedict could lace into the cardinal’s spiritual biography. “We are looking for things that are outstanding. But,” he conceded, “they’re not that voluminous. Many of them are pious platitudes, things we all say if you are in the business of the church. Benedict says to look for something prophetic, that would be to his credit as a saint. My big job is persistence, to keep looking.”


“Do you think Cardinal Cooke was a saint?” I asked.


“Fortunately, it’s not my job to make that judgment.”


“Of course.”


“But I do think public relations has something to do with it. I mean, you may have a very holy person somewhere, say in Des Moines, but he is in the wrong place at the wrong time. Whereas, you can have an ordinary person, like Cardinal Cooke, in the right place—that is, New York City—at the right time.”


“Meaning?”


“Cooke appeared to be a man who was genuinely concerned. When he became a cardinal, that was his license to be concerned about the needs of the world, not just of New York. It was not unusual for him to travel to an area and give the bishop a check for ten thousand dollars. The bishop of Honolulu, whom I interviewed recently, told me that Cooke never came by without giving him a monetary gift. So I think he was very socially aware.”


Webber paused, looked up at the ceiling, then back at me. His manner was placid, matter-of-fact. “Let’s talk frankly,” he said. “Cooke was able to do a lot of good from a monetary viewpoint, helping other people around the world. He was only able to do that because he had the treasury of the archdiocese to back him up. He had this huge amount of money which he could dispense and he did that. Of course the money came from the grass roots.”


“Is that reason enough to make him a saint?”


“I suppose the theology of the matter is that if in His providence God wants to raise this person up, then that is what He wants. But we can’t say, ‘This is what God wants.’ All we can do is dig and scrape and leave it up to Him.”


If anyone in New York can transform Cooke’s life into the narrative of a saint, that man is Father Benedict. He has studied the classic lives of the saints, has written several popular books on spiritual development, and knows well from years of counseling priests the sort of sins to which the church’s celibate clergy are prone: boredom, selfishness, laziness, and, among hierarchs, the exercise of power for its own sake. As Cooke’s personal confessor, he also insists that he knows the cardinal’s flaws better than anyone else. In my conversations with Benedict I was especially interested in hearing about those flaws because, as the friar had been instructed, anyone who promotes a cause must provide Rome with a balanced assessment of the candidate’s character and life. But in Benedict’s telling, even Cooke’s flaws sounded suspiciously like virtues.


“Terry’s greatest flaw is that he had no stomach for controversy. He didn’t like to hurt anyone. The hardest thing he ever did was refuse to meet the grand marshal of the St. Patrick’s Day Parade. [The incident occurred in 1983, when the grand marshal was Michael Flannery, a prominent supporter of the Irish Republican Army.] Cooke met Flannery the day before the parade and apologized because he couldn’t greet him. He was like that since the day he was ordained.”


I asked Benedict for other flaws, but he had already exhausted his store of examples. Instead, he recalled his conversation with Monsignor Veraja in Rome. “He asked me if I thought Cooke was a saint and I said I thought he might be. If he were to ask me now, I would say he is a saint.”


I ventured that others might demur on the grounds that Cooke never did anything extraordinary that might merit his being elevated above the rest of humankind as an object of imitation, much less veneration. Benedict half closed his darting blue eyes, as if wearied by the obviousness of what he was about to say. I had known him for more than twenty years and had learned to recognize his pedagogical pauses.


“Religion is supposed to be about holiness, damn it, and we forget that. This is a story about a man who became a holy man. No, he was not a great church statesman. He was not a great prelate. He didn’t think of himself that way. But he was heroic. You show me another man who worked eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, with leukemia. He went far beyond the call of duty to be kind. He’d have a blood transfusion in the morning and stay to have his picture taken with an old woman. He went to his nieces’ and nephews’ graduations from grade school and high school. That’s very charitable. I couldn’t do that.”


As I listened, I realized that Benedict was describing a world I really did not know, a clerical world in which the ordinary courtesies shown family and friends become acts of heroic virtue. I began to understand. If Cooke’s close friends and protégés saw something holy in him that others had not noticed, perhaps the reason was that Cooke’s ability to be courteous and thoughtful, despite his elevated ecclesiastical rank, was indeed a novelty among the clerics whose careers propel them into the church’s higher circles. But surely, I pressed Benedict, there was more than this to recommend the cardinal for canonization.


There was. And his spiritual biographer was quite clear about what he regards as the importance of Cooke’s cause for the church: “Cooke remained loyal and dedicated to the church in very difficult times. He is representative of a traditional Catholicism that is not going to go under. I think there will be opposition to his cause. Many clerics and hierarchs will think of him as too traditional, and that is why I am supporting the cause. He was a Catholic when a lot of other people weren’t. He didn’t lead progressive movements. He tried to keep the church on course at a time when huge waves broke over it.”


Benedict paused again. He had one more arrow in his quiver. “The miracles,” he said. “Every day we get reports from people, some of them from as far away as the Middle West, telling us of the cures and favors they’ve received after praying to Cardinal Cooke. Like the cause of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, this cause is going to go through on its miracles.”


On October 6, 1988, Cardinal O’Connor was canonically free to open a formal process for Cardinal Cooke. But on informal advice from Rome, he elected to wait, lest the cause be jeopardized further by signs of undue haste. Nonetheless, as he told Father Benedict, of all the things he had done as archbishop of New York, proposing Cooke for canonization was the one move he was most certain of.





DOROTHY DAY: THE POLITICS OF REFUSAL



AS IT HAPPENED, the one New Yorker whom Cardinal Cooke himself thought worthy of canonization was Dorothy Day, cofounder of The Catholic Workers and, for half a century, one of the most compelling personalities in American Catholicism. A convert, a pacifist, in some sense even an anarchist, Dorothy Day was one of those rare Catholics anywhere whose practical holiness attracted people outside as well as inside the church.


The arguments in favor of making Dorothy Day a saint are formidable. Chief among these is the example she made of her life, which hardly requires a hagiographer’s gilding. A writer, political activist, and socialist, Dorothy Day was a familiar, passionate, and quite beautiful figure among the Greenwich Village writers and radicals of the late twenties and early thirties. Her circle of intimates included playwright Eugene O’Neill, literary critic Malcolm Cowley and his wife Peggy, and Communist journalist Mike Gold, editor of the leftist monthly The Masses. Her conversion at the age of thirty cost her not only a network of friends (“I was lonely, deadly lonely,” she wrote later of her first year as a convert) but also the love and companionship of her common-law husband, Forster Batterham, whose bed she shared near the beach on Staten Island:


It was killing me to think of leaving him . . . getting into bed, cold with the chill of the November air, he held me close to him in silence. I loved him in every way, as a wife, as a mother even I loved him for all he knew and pitied him for all he didn’t know. I loved him for all the odds and ends I had to fish out of his sweater pockets and for the sand and shells he brought in with his fishing. I loved his lean cold body as he got into bed smelling of the sea, and I loved his integrity and his stubborn pride.


Conversely, Day felt a deep ambivalence toward the church she was entering. “The scandal of businesslike priests, of collective wealth, the lack of a sense of responsibility toward the poor, the worker, the Negro, the Mexican, the Filipino” distressed her. But she felt a consuming love for Christ and accepted the church for that reason:


I loved the Church for Christ made visible. Not for itself, because it was so often scandal to me. Romano Guardini said the Church is the Cross on which Christ was crucified; one could not separate Christ from His Cross, and one must live in a state of permanent dissatisfaction with the Church.


Dorothy’s new life as a Catholic took form after she met a French Catholic, Peter Maurin, whose ideas about how to build a new society she made her own. Out of their collaboration came a newspaper, the Catholic Worker, a network of Houses of Hospitality for the poor, and the Catholic Worker movement which continues today. As Day framed it, the principle behind the Worker movement was a simple one: Christ’s Sermon on the Mount is not an ideal to honor in the abstract but the way Christians are called to live. One key was direct service to the needy. Thus, the Workers’ Houses of Hospitality provided food, clothing, and shelter to anyone, no matter how crazed or belligerent. Everyone in need was Christ asking for help. A second key was pacifism: Dorothy Day not only opposed American involvement in World War II, but also mandatory air-raid drills in the fifties as well as the “conflict” in Korea and the United States’ undeclared war in Vietnam. She also championed workers’ movements and the rights of labor.


In sum, Dorothy Day did for her era what St. Francis of Assisi did for his: recall a complacent Christianity to its radical roots. She personally embraced the monastic vows of poverty and chastity and, by all accounts, lived them with a freedom and commitment seldom matched by members of established religious orders. Spiritually, she subsisted on prayer, the Mass, and daily reading of the Bible, which she handled almost as if it were a talisman. The point of the Catholic Workers, she had insisted more than once, was not to become “effective humanitarians” but to imitate Christ. Although her Catholicism was scrupulously orthodox, Day’s circle of service and prayer functioned independently of church hierarchies and their institutional priorities. At her death in 1980, she was hailed—if a bit exuberantly—as “the most significant, interesting and influential person in the history of American Catholicism.”


In the course of that history, only three Americans—two nuns, Frances Cabrini and Elizabeth Bayley Seton, and Bishop Neumann—had been canonized saints. Thus, when Archbishop O’Connor announced his intention to seek the canonization of Cardinal Cooke, many New York Catholics demanded to know why he had chosen an undistinguished prince of the church over the internationally reverenced matriarch of the Catholic Workers. If the primary purpose of canonization is to provide the faithful with compelling contemporary models of heroic Christian virtue—so the argument ran—what better choice than an independent laywoman like Dorothy Day?


Several nuns, among others, put that question directly to O’Connor in 1984 as he made his introductory round of pastoral visitations to the clergy and religious of the archdiocese. In the first week of January 1985, the archbishop finally responded. In his personal column for the archdiocese’s weekly newspaper, Catholic New York, O’Connor wrote of his youthful admiration for Dorothy Day and allowed that she was surely one of New York’s “solid gold humanitarians.” But a saint? On that point he remained coyly agnostic, closing his column with this modest proposal:


Shortly after I announced the study of Cardinal Cooke’s life, several people wrote to ask me: ‘Why not Dorothy Day?’ I saw the same question in print recently. It’s a good question. Indeed, it’s an excellent question. It’s almost impossible to read By Little and By Little, The Selected Writings of Dorothy Day, without asking it, especially if she started you thinking more than forty years ago. I would be interested in your answers.


Several people responded to O’Connor’s appeal, though just how many was never made public. Neither was O’Connor’s reaction. In fact, he never mentioned the idea in public again.


Perhaps it was just as well. As the former chief of chaplains for the U.S. Military Forces, as a retired rear admiral, and as one of the more hawkish members of the American Catholic hierarchy, O’Connor was an unlikely patron for an insistent pacifist like Dorothy Day. Apart from a collateral interest in “the workingman,” there really was nothing in his background to suggest deep wells of sympathy for a woman whose close friends included assorted Communists, socialists, and anarchists. Indeed, the Catholic Workers’ communitarian ethos was the very antithesis of hierarchical rank, order, and command which defined O’Connor’s career in the military and in the church. Even Dorothy Day’s legendary indifference toward the clothes she wore (they were always secondhand) contrasted sharply with the meticulously turned-out prince of the church. In any case, O’Connor shortly discovered a perfectly valid reason for washing his hands of the Day cause: someone else was already promoting it.


In September 1983, the Claretian Fathers of Chicago, a missionary order that publishes magazines devoted to lay spirituality, peace, and social justice, announced a drive to seek the canonization of Dorothy Day as “a saint for our times.” Citing in particular Day’s “thorough opposition to war,” the Claretians appealed to their essentially liberal Catholic audience for letters of support, and offered the traditional prayer cards with Dorothy’s picture and a prayer Catholics could recite in seeking “divine favors” through her intercession. Two years later, they had amassed about fifteen hundred letters, many of them recalling the spiritual influence Dorothy had had on the correspondents’ lives.


But Dorothy Day’s cause turned out to be as problematic as Cooke’s. If the main obstacle to Cooke’s cause was the suspicion that the candidate is unworthy of the process, in the case of Dorothy Day the principal objection was the suspicion that the process is unworthy of the candidate. Day’s daughter and grandchildren, as well as the majority of her spiritual kin, the Catholic Workers, were either indifferent or outright opposed to the idea of having her canonized. Of Dorothy’s nine grandchildren, only one bothered to respond to the Claretians’ call. On recycled paper stamped with a warning, FISSION AND FUSION ARE FATAL! Maggie Hennessy, age 34, sent the following message from Culloden, West Virginia:


Dear Folks,


I am one of Dorothy’s granddaughters and I wanted to let you know how sick your canonization movement is. You have completely missed her beliefs and what she lived for if you are trying to stick her on a pedestal. She was a humble person, living as she felt the best way to improve on the world’s ills.


Take all your monies and energies that are being put into her canonization and give it to the poor. That is how you would show your love and respect to her.


Other correspondents cited familiar words of Day herself to ground their objections to the canonization effort. Typical of these was a letter from Diane L. Stier of Vestaburg, Michigan:


It has often been recounted to me that Dorothy Day herself, in commenting on someone’s mention of her sanctity, said, “Don’t dismiss me so easily!” I find it ironic, then, that persons should be engaged in working for the elevation to sainthood of a woman who insisted on being taken seriously as a peer.


As long as Dorothy Day is one of us, we are challenged to be as much as she; but if she is [a] saint, we can remain passive in our sinner-hood.


Among the Catholic Workers, those who had known Day personally were torn over the issue of her canonization. She had always discouraged a cult of personality, her own or someone else’s, and they were hard put to know what she would want, or what they should want for her.


On the one hand, Dorothy Day herself had been profoundly devoted to the saints. To her, the saints were like a bloodline she had inherited with her conversion, a family of familiars she found it easy to commune with through prayer and reflection on their writings. She wrote often and at length about her favorites, especially St. Catherine of Siena and St. Teresa of Ávila, two spiritual virtuosi who did not hesitate to call popes and bishops to spiritual account. She devoted an entire book to St. Thérèse of Lisieux, a contrasting nineteenth-century figure whose simplicity and ordinariness Day longed to emulate. “If sanctity depended on the extraordinary,” she believed, “there would be few saints.” But Day could be critical of the saints, too, citing this one’s crankiness, that one’s excessive or misplaced zeal. “If we imitate the imperfections of the saints,” she once wrote, “we are liable to go to hell.”


Dorothy Day also accepted as an axiom of faith that “all are called to be saints.” She strove with great deliberation for holiness herself. The Gospel, she believed, called for revolution, but one that was within everyman’s grasp. Hence her impatience with those who called her a living saint: she disliked being treated like an exception, much less an icon.


Nonetheless, Dorothy Day was quite aware that after her death there would likely be a movement to have her canonized. In fact, this prospect caused her considerable anxiety, and her intimate friends knew why. Part of her anxiety was rooted in the sense of her own sinfulness. She was given to bursts of temper, she harbored grudges, gave in to pride, was often harshly judgmental. But what bothered her most was the life she had led before her conversion. She never got over the sins of her youth, when she had several love affairs. The first of these, when she was twenty-one, ended after an abortion—an experience which she refused to discuss, even in old age. Another affair resulted in marriage which, less than two years later, ended in divorce. A third produced her only child, born out of wedlock—the event which precipitated her conversion at the age of thirty.


Day feared that if she became the subject of a canonization process, her early life would be recovered and put on public view. Worse, in her view, if her cause were successful, her complex life story would be condensed into a sinner-to-sainthood tale for popular consumption. But she preferred that her preconversion life remain buried. Indeed, after her conversion, she tried to buy up and destroy all remaining copies of her early novel, The Eleventh Virgin, a fictonalized account of her life up to age twenty-two that included her abortion. Later, she wrote two autobiographies, both of which elided her early sexual experiences; at her death she left behind notes for her own spiritual autobiography. The working title: “All Is Grace.”


There was, perhaps, a third reason why Day was not anxious to be proposed for canonization: her family. On the one occasion when I met her, we spoke for three hours about child-rearing and the pleasures and heartaches of being a parent. She loved to talk about domestic matters—she once confounded an audience of liberal Catholic activists by observing that within the Catholic Workers’ communities, the only person with any authority was the cook. What she never mentioned was the fact that despite the great comfort Day took in her daughter, Tamar Therese, both she and all her children had drifted away from the church. It was a sorrow Dorothy Day took with her to the grave.


Little wonder, then, that very few Catholic Workers spoke up on behalf of Day’s cause. As far as can be determined, only two of them, Tom Cornell and Jim Forest, both former editors of the Catholic Worker, wrote letters supporting her canonization. Both were convinced of Day’s sanctity and both had concluded, after long deliberation, that canonization was the only way that Day’s extraordinary Christian witness was likely to be preserved for the benefit of believers centuries after her death.


Yet to be heard from, however, was the tribune of the Catholic Left. In a letter to the Claretians, Father Daniel Berrigan, S.J., the celebrated peace activist, put the case against canonization in characteristically pungent terms:


Thank you for that wonderful suggestion about canonizing Dorothy. I have a few suggestions along these lines, based on what I take to be Dorothy’s preferences when she lived among us.


Abandon all thought of this expensive, overly juridical process. Let those so minded keep a photo of Dorothy some place given to prayer or worship. In such a place, implore her intercession for peace in the world, and bread for the multitudes.


With the money thus saved, otherwise spent on ecclesiastical lawyers, expensive meetings and travel of experts, begin here and now feeding the multitudes. Send $1, $5, $10, $20, $100 to the nearest Catholic Worker house. Better still, drop by and help on the soup line. Best of all, start a Catholic Worker house.


The above simple suggestions have a few advantages, not easily dismissed. They would restore the early custom whereby the people of the church choose their saints, in this case by a kind of modest acclamation. The suggestions would also help heal the unity between peacemaking and the works of mercy—a unity so cruelly violated by Reaganomics and mega-war.


Dorothy is a people’s saint, she was careful and proud of her dignity as layperson. Her poverty of spirit, a great gift to our age, would forbid the expensive puffing of baroque sainthood. Today her spirit haunts us in the violated faces of the homeless of New York. Can you imagine her portrait, all gussied up, unfurled from above the high altar of St. Peter’s? I say, let them go on canonizing canons and such. We have here a saint whose soul ought not be stolen from her people—the wretched of the earth.


The issue, then, as Berrigan framed it, was not the sanctity of Dorothy Day, or even the appropriateness of venerating her as a saint. The issue was the process of canonization itself. Expensive, intrusive, bureaucratic, canonization was to be abjured as a ritual of alienation. Let Rome honor its own through its “baroque” customs, Berrigan was saying, but let the people acknowledge the true saints by imitating their examples.


It was a tantalizing argument, more so for what it assumed than what it stated. Who could doubt that canonization is tedious and expensive? Just how tedious and expensive, however, few outside the Congregation for the Causes of Saints really knew. Again, who could doubt that Day herself would prefer imitation to veneration? But then again, St. Francis of Assisi, surely no lover of pomp and puffery, had survived the rigors of official sainthood; might not Dorothy Day do the same? Indeed, if Rome could bring itself to commend Dorothy Day to the faithful for imitation, might not the solemn declaration of her sanctity produce imitators beyond the coterie of Catholic Workers?


But Berrigan’s letter was not written to raise questions, or even to offer recommendations. It was designed to make a statement. Simply put, Berrigan was insisting that the saint-makers in Rome cannot be trusted with the likes of a Dorothy Day. To put her up for canonization, Berrigan was saying, is to run the substantial risk of having her transformed into something she was not: a “church saint.” And in Berrigan’s view, Dorothy Day was something infinitely more precious—“a people’s saint.”


Is it possible to be both a saint of the church and a people’s saint? The question never occurred to the early Christians because (as will be examined in the next chapter) the voice of the church was, in the matter of making of the saints, the voice of “the people.” Today, however, it is the voice of the pope, speaking for a church that is no longer a sect, which determines whom Catholics may officially venerate as saints. The rule is: the people propose and the pope, after all due investigation, disposes. But the Catholic Church has always had its undeclared saints—“people’s saints”—especially where the church is perceived as “the people’s church.”





OSCAR ROMERO: THE POLITICS OF “THE PEOPLE’S SAINT”


AT ABOUT SIX-THIRTY in the evening of March 24, 1980, Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero of San Salvador was saying Mass in the airy chapel at the Carmelite sisters’ cancer hospital, where he lived. Only hours earlier, Romero had confessed his sins at the old Jesuit House outside the city so that he might, as he told his confessor, “feel clean in the presence of the Lord.” It was his last confession. Just as the archbishop finished his brief homily, a single rifle shot was fired from the back of the chapel. The bullet pierced Romero’s chest and scattered fragments inside his upper body. He fell behind the altar, blood spurting from his mouth and nose. Three nuns ran to him and turned him on his back while one of them, Sister Teresa of Ávila, felt for his pulse. The archbishop was already unconscious. Ten minutes later he was pronounced dead.


Romero’s murderer was an expert assassin. He had fired, most likely, from the window of a car parked directly in front of the chapel, then sped away. He has never been identified and, given the volatile politics of El Salvador, it is unlikely that those responsible for Romero’s murder will ever be brought to justice.II


In the days immediately following the murder, some Salvadorans claimed that the assassin was a hired killer from Cuba, thus implicating Salvador’s leftist guerrillas. But the force of logic—and of circumstantial evidence—pointed to the right. Romero was known to be a target of Salvador’s right-wing “death squads” and was hated by the military, from which the death squads drew their recruits. Indeed, the day before he was killed, the archbishop had used his Sunday sermon in San Salvador’s cathedral to appeal over the heads of the Army High Command to the country’s soldiers. “No soldier is obliged to obey an order contrary to the law of God,” Romero had declared. “It is time that you come to your senses and obey your conscience rather than follow sinful commands.”


Not since the murder of Thomas à Becket, the twelfth-century archbishop of Canterbury, had so prominent a prelate been cut down at the altar. Romero was only sixty-two when he was assassinated. He had been archbishop of San Salvador for only three years, but in that brief period he had become the most celebrated—and controversial—churchman in Central America, perhaps in the Western Hemisphere. His courageous defense of human rights in El Salvador had prompted 123 members of the British Parliament and 16 United States congressmen to nominate him for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979. His assassination was reported on front pages in Europe as well as in South and North America. Roman Catholic bishops from as far away as England, Ireland, and France attended his funeral. So did Protestant representatives from the World Council of Churches in Geneva, Switzerland, and the National Council of Churches in the United States. But the presence of so many church luminaries did not inhibit Romero’s enemies. Before the funeral Mass ended, a bomb exploded in the broad plaza outside the cathedral, where a crowd estimated at 150,000 had gathered. At least thirty Salvadorans died, about a third of them from shots fired by Salvadoran security forces.


Clearly, Archbishop Romero died a martyr’s death. Even Pope John Paul II, who visited El Salvador two years later, has allowed as much. Just as clearly, the masses of El Salvador—and not only the Roman Catholic majority—regard Romero as a saint, their saint. Archbishop Romero’s tomb inside the east transept of San Salvador’s cracked and peeling cathedral has become a national shrine for pilgrims from throughout Central America. Already, several hundred cures and other “miracles” have been claimed through his intercession. And yet, seven years after his death, the church in El Salvador had yet to make a move toward the canonization of “the people’s saint.”


Why?


In March of 1987, I went to El Salvador to find out. The first thing that struck me was this: although Archbishop Romero had been dead for seven years, the memory of his murder was as fresh as an open wound. It still is. One reason is that El Salvador remains as divided as it had been when Romero was alive—even more so. Since 1980, many of the “popular movements,” as certain of the opposition groups among the peasants, the trade unionists, the professions, students, and church workers are called, have developed ties with guerrilla forces. Another reason is the pervasive feeling that those who ordered Romero’s murder—there is no doubt it was a conspiracy—remain alive and active in El Salvador. Thus, while large photographs of Romero can be found in most Salvadoran churches, anyone who dares brandish his photograph in public is likely to be stopped for questioning by the security forces. On the first five anniversaries of his death, in fact, church authorities did not permit Catholics to mark the occasion with a public procession to his tomb. When permission was granted in 1986, ten thousand people marched to the anniversary Mass at the cathedral.


At the Hospital of the Transfiguration, where Romero was shot, the Carmelite sisters pray to Romero daily, but they do so with the palpable sense that his spirit, still embattled, is very much with them. In rueful retrospect, Sister Teresa, a round, nut-brown woman with large eyebrows, recounted the curious circumstances which brought the archbishop to their chapel for Mass that fateful Monday evening.


Jorge Pinto, publisher of a weekly newspaper, El Independiente, whose offices had been bombed only days before, had asked the archbishop to say the Mass to commemorate the anniversary of the death of his mother. Apart from family and relatives, the others in attendance were mostly members of the hospital staff and a few of their cancer patients. Ordinarily, such semiprivate Masses were not publicized but, oddly enough, notices appeared in several of the city’s newspapers announcing when and where the archbishop would be saying Mass that evening. Since the archbishop had received numerous death threats, his friends urged him to let another priest take his place. But Romero insisted on keeping his promise to Pinto, whom he considered a friend. Another oddity was the presence of a photographer who snapped pictures throughout the Mass, including the archbishop’s dying moments. Not long after the assassination, Pinto disappeared from El Salvador and the photographer, fearing for his life, migrated to Sweden.


Like many other Salvadorans, the sisters would like to see Romero’s martyrdom given more public recognition. To that end, they have proposed that a plaque be put in the chapel to commemorate the spot where he was killed. But Romero’s successor, Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas, has instructed them to wait. Even after seven years, Rivera told the sisters, it is still too dangerous to call attention to the assassination.


The sisters have another commemorative dream: to make a museum out of the small concrete bungalow, just fifty yards from the chapel, where Romero had lived while he was archbishop. It is three compact rooms, left just as they were the day he died. The bedroom, with a small bath to one side, contains pictures of the Madonna and child, the crucifixion, and Pope Paul VI. Besides a narrow bed and nightstand, the only furniture is a small desk with a lamp in the form of a Pietà. A second room is strung with the rope hammock in which Romero liked to take his siesta. The main room, empty of furniture, displays his cassocks and skullcaps, his bishop’s miter and staff, plus a shelf of books. Outside is a small garden with a shrine devoted to Our Lady of Lourdes. It was here that Sister Teresa, still director of the hospital, confided a secret.


When the physicians removed the viscera from the archbishop’s body, Romero’s vicar-general, Father Ricardo Urioste, insisted that the organs not be discarded. They were the organs, he said, of a saint. So the physicians placed the viscera in a plastic bag and the sisters put the bag in a cardboard box and buried it a half meter below ground in the garden. Two years later, when the sisters decided to build the shrine, the workmen unearthed the box by accident. The cardboard had rotted away but the viscera were as soft as the day they had been removed from the archbishop’s body, and the blood was still liquefied. The viscera were taken to Archbishop Rivera, who agreed with the sisters that their preservation was probably a miracle, though not the kind the Congregation for the Causes of Saints would accept toward canonization. But he directed the sisters to rebury their treasure and cautioned them not to publicize what they had seen. Not only would word of the “miracle” arouse the faithful, he warned, but the powerful and wealthy elites of the city, for whom Romero is no saint, would claim that the story was invented.


Despite this official policy of caution, there were persistent rumors that the church was quietly preparing a cause for Archbishop Romero. But Father Urioste, who continues as vicar-general under Archbishop Rivera, denied that any official action has been taken. There were several reasons for their inaction, he said, but money was not one of them. “I personally think that if we asked the people for the money, they would give it to us.”


“Including wealthy families, members of the so-called oligarchy?”


“Among the powerful, I think some would abandon the faith if Romero were declared a saint.”


“Would all the bishops of El Salvador support the cause?”


“We have six bishops in El Salvador. Three of them are for Romero and three are against. Some people say he was manipulated, you know. But I knew him and I am convinced that he did not say anything in public or private that he did not first talk over with God. He was manipulated only by God. For me he is a saint and so I really am not interested in applying for a formal canonization process.


“You must understand,” he went on, “we are so satisfied with Archbishop Romero that we don’t need to have him made a saint. The people have him in mind when they suffer, are persecuted, and are killed. He is the one who gives them strength. So what else do you want from a saint?”


“Perhaps,” I suggested, “it would be good for the church, as well as for the people of El Salvador, to have the pope officially proclaim him a saint.”


“Being proclaimed a saint is something marvelous for the glory of God and for the church, and for so many reasons. And someday I am sure he will be proclaimed a saint. But I don’t think that will happen for another fifty years.”


Before I could ask him why, Father Urioste leaned forward across his desk, as if to make certain that I heard him. “You must understand,” he said, “Archbishop Romero was the most loved person in the country. And the most hated.”


For most of his church career, Oscar Romero was not the sort of priest who inspired passionate reactions. According to those who knew him, he was shy, conservative, stubbornly moralistic, and “churchy”—a solitary pastor who seemed more interested in the saving of individual souls than in addressing the country’s deepening social crises. For these reasons, it now seems apparent, the Vatican regarded him as a safer choice for El Salvador’s major see than Rivera, a far more liberal and politically astute churchman who was the preferred candidate of San Salvador’s activist clergy. Certainly the Salvadoran government, which let the Vatican know of its preference for an archbishop who would mind his business, was pleased by Romero’s appointment.


Three weeks after Romero’s installation, however, an incident occurred which, he later said, triggered a profound change in his social outlook. A Jesuit priest Romero admired, Father Rutilio Grande, was murdered, together with a young boy and an old man, outside Aguilares, a village twenty-five miles north of the capital. To Salvador’s rightists, the activist Jesuits were more hated than the Communists, and Grande’s murder was seen by some as the right’s retaliation for the Jesuits’ part in organizing a strike against a local sugar mill in 1977. Romero was shocked by Grande’s death and demanded that the authorities investigate the slayings. But the government stalled and the culprits were never found. It was not the first atrocity against the church, nor would it be the last. But it was the incident that, by his own account, emboldened Romero to accept a larger, prophetic role as the voice of the Salvadoran people.


Four months after becoming archbishop, Romero defied both the Vatican and Salvadoran tradition by pointedly refusing to attend the inauguration of General Carlos Humberto Romero as president of El Salvador. The general’s election had been achieved through widespread violence and fraud, and with this gesture Romero signaled his intent to take the Salvadoran church on an independent course.


In his Sunday sermons at the cathedral, his radio broadcasts, and especially in four lengthy pastoral letters, Romero criticized successive governments for their failure to act on promised reforms, especially those designed to redistribute agricultural land to the impoverished campesinos. His outspokenness earned him the enmity of the landed and industrial oligarchy which had long run El Salvador in a semifeudal fashion. He was routinely criticized in San Salvador’s major media. By 1978, Romero was speaking out regularly against the random killings and other violations of human rights, thereby drawing the wrath of the national security forces. Opposition politicians sought his counsel. Leaders of the “popular movements” looked to him for support.


Never before had a Catholic bishop spoken so directly, so concretely about the abuses suffered by the masses of Salvadorans. Never before had a Salvadoran bishop so identified the church with the struggle for justice. But the risks Romero took were great. He was accused of meddling in politics, of coddling “Communist” priests. Right-wing “death squads” continued to torture and kill clergy and other church personnel. Several priests were forced into exile. Repression of the church was blatant.


Romero had his opponents within the church as well. Of the six Salvadoran bishops, only Rivera could be counted on for support. An open break in the hierarchy’s ranks occurred in the summer of 1978 when the six bishops met to prepare a pastoral letter on the increasingly political direction taken by the “popular movements.” Some priests and many lay parish leaders were becoming involved in the movements as well. In August, with only Rivera as a cosigner, Romero issued a powerful pastoral letter on “The Church and Popular Political Organizations” which generally praised the popular movements, though not uncritically. Along with denunciations of terrorism, the letter condemned the “institutionalized violence” caused by the elite’s economic oppression of the masses. Two days later, the four other bishops issued a dissenting paper, claiming that the popular movements were virtually Marxist organizations.


Throughout his three years as archbishop, Romero’s actions were repeatedly criticized by the papal nuncio to El Salvador, Archbishop Emmanuele Gerarda. Gerarda’s reports back to the Vatican also colored Rome’s attitude toward the embattled archbishop. In 1978, when officials of Georgetown University announced that they would go to El Salvador to confer an honorary degree on Romero for his defense of human rights, Cardinal Gabriel Garrone, the head of the Vatican’s Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, tried unsuccessfully to block the ceremony. By 1979, Romero’s outspokenness and the division within the Salvadoran hierarchy had so upset Vatican officials that they recommended that Romero’s major duties as archbishop be put in the hands of an apostolic administrator. That recommendation was never acted upon, but in two private audiences with Pope John Paul II, Romero was subjected to close questioning and repeated cautions. John Paul II reportedly was very severe with Romero during the last audience, in 1980, because of a report the pope had received that Romero had met with a woman journalist in Spain just before coming to Rome, and had been so indiscreet as to tell her what issues he intended to take up during the papal audience.


In the view of several influential Vatican officials and diplomats, therefore, Romero’s actions as archbishop of San Salvador were at best naive, at worst disruptive, and possibly hastened a victory for the country’s Marxist guerrillas. When Romero was assassinated, no one from the Vatican attended his funeral.


There were, then, numerous reasons to suppose why, seven years after his death, no one in El Salvador had yet proposed Romero for canonization. One was that the Salvadoran bishops were themselves divided over the propriety of making him a saint. Another was fear of stirring up the people and angering the military. It also seemed possible that someone at the Vatican had asked that no cause be started. Or perhaps there was some secret about Romero, unknown to the public, which would rule out his canonization. But which were the operative reasons? Since Archbishop Rivera was the only Salvadoran church official who could advance Romero’s cause, I put the question to him.


We met in Rivera’s chancery office where the archbishop, dressed in a gray suit with a pale blue clerical shirt, spoke directly to the issue: “The problem is that his name is still being used by some people for political purposes,” he said. “That’s where the difficulty is. It would be easy to show that he was a martyr for the church. But now you have different groups on the left saying that he was a martyr for their particular political causes, and that makes it harder to show that he was a martyr for the church.”


In descending order of political significance, Rivera ticked off on the fingers of his left hand the four kinds of groups which, he felt, would seek to make political capital out of a Romero canonization: the Farbundo Marti Liberation Front (FMLN), a Marxist guerrilla movement; the Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), a coalition of leftist political organizations; various other legal opposition groups and comunidades de base—the network of politically active Christian “base communities” formed within the church itself. “If the cause were started tomorrow,” Rivera observed, “they would be out marching in the streets.”


For Rivera, then, there would be no attempt to have Romero canonized as long as his memory and martyrdom could be politicized by various factions in opposition to the government. This policy, he assured me, was not for the purpose of placating the Salvadoran right, which still regards Romero as a subversive figure. The point, rather, was to depoliticize Romero. In other words, before Romero can be recognized as a saint, he must first undergo a kind of transformation: “the people’s saint” must become “a martyr of the church.”


I asked Rivera if he had discussed this policy with officials of the Vatican’s Congregation for the Causes of Saints. He had not. I asked him if he had discussed it with Pope John Paul II. I recalled that during his visit to El Salvador in 1982, the pope had disappointed many Catholics by not visiting the chapel where Romero had been murdered, and had made only a private visit to the martyr’s tomb. Was this not a signal to the church in El Salvador to cool the people’s reverence for Romero? Rivera said he had not spoken to the pope about canonizing Romero but that one of his priests, Father Jesús Delgado, had. “I could tell you what the pope told Father Delgado,” he smiled, “but to be accurate you had better talk to him.”


Father Delgado is a wiry Salvadoran pastor who studied history at Belgium’s Louvain University in the 1950s and, with that credential, has been assigned by Rivera to marshal material against the day when Romero’s cause can be safely introduced. Delgado’s conversation with John Paul II took place at the Vatican in 1983, an opportunity he used to lobby for recognition of Romero’s holiness. As evidence of supernatural approbation of Romero, he gave the pope a vial of Romero’s blood which had been unearthed the previous year along with Romero’s “miraculously” preserved viscera.


The pope’s response, Delgado said, was to remind him that no miracle was needed to prove Romero a martyr. “The pope said, ‘He really is a martyr.’ He said that twice. So I told him, ‘Holy Father, we hope that in a few years he will be canonized.’ Then the pope said, ‘Purtroppo’—those were his exact words in Italian—‘I wish it were so. What a pity that Archbishop Romero has become a [political] banner because they say he was a guerrilla.’ So long as that is so, the pope said, we should not think to canonize him as a saint. That is the pope’s obsession. And that is why Archbishop Rivera has not started a process for Archbishop Romero yet.”


Delgado said that John Paul II also has an “obsession” about Romero’s murder. “The pope always asks who shot Archbishop Romero. That was not clear to him in 1983, but Archbiship Rivera says it is clear in his mind now. I don’t know what conclusion the pope has reached. What I do know is that some people say that Romero was a politician and spoke like one at his Sunday Masses in the cathedral. But he did not die celebrating the Sunday Mass, where people say he gave political provocation. He died celebrating a memorial Mass for a woman who had died. He was not speaking about the condition of El Salvador. He was speaking about the person who died in the life of Christ, about the mystery of our faith. That is clear. And that is why the Holy Father says he really is a martyr.”


“Did the pope indicate when he thought it would be safe to begin a process of canonization for Romero?” I asked.


“He thinks that once it’s started it will go very quickly. That is why he said, ‘I do not want a process at this time.’ He wants us to wait twenty, twenty-five years, until there is no more conflict with guerrillas. But the conflict with the guerrillas is not going to end soon, so we must wait for the next generation, a new generation.”


Father Delgado was, perhaps, more candid than he realized in reporting his conversation with John Paul II. If he was quoting the pope accurately, then it is apparent that John Paul II had personally interdicted, for the time being, any effort on the part of Salvadoran church officials to introduce a canonization process for Archbishop Romero. Such a direct papal intervention is highly unusual, but not unprecedented. Moreover, it would appear that the pope’s reasons for doing so are essentially political rather than theological: he does not want the figure of Romero to become an advantage to El Salvador’s leftist opposition movements in their efforts to gain popular support. Perhaps he also believes that Romero acted recklessly as archbishop and so is unworthy of canonization. Quite possibly, he even fears the sight of guerrilla units marching into battle behind a huge banner of “the people’s saint.” Whatever his reasons, it is certain that the pope would not declare Romero a martyr and saint as long as he remains a divisive figure within the Salvadoran hierarchy itself.


However, there is also a theological rationale for the pope’s position. According to the church’s criteria, only those who are proven to have been killed “in hatred of the faith” qualify as Christian martyrs. For the early Christians, the proof was easy to come by. But in the twentieth century, when most martyrs have been victims of political movements, as in Nazi Germany or Communist nations, the burden of showing “hatred of the faith” has become more difficult. Indeed, if Martin Luther King, Jr., had been a Roman Catholic priest, it is not at all certain that his assassination in Memphis would qualify as a martyrdom for the faith. In Roman Catholic terminology, a figure like King may well be a “martyr for justice” but not necessarily a “martyr for the church.” Thus, if and when Romero’s cause is taken up by Rome, his supporters will have to demonstrate that he was not simply a victim of his own outspoken criticism of government policies. On the contrary, they will have to show, as Delgado put it, that he was killed as “a man of the church.”


Romero had studied in Rome and understood these theological distinctions. For example, he recognized that the murdered Jesuit, Father Grande, was a martyr for the people but not necessarily a martyr for the church. Toward the end of his life, however, Romero came to identify the church with the Salvadoran people, and anticipated what his own martyrdom, should it come, might mean to them. Here is how he put the matter in a telephone interview with a Mexican newspaper two weeks before his death:


I have often been threatened with death. Nevertheless, as a Christian, I do not believe in death without resurrection. If they kill me, I shall arise in the Salvadoran people. I say so without meaning to boast, with the greatest humility.


As pastor, I am obliged by divine mandate to give my life for those I love—for all Salvadorans, even for those who may be going to kill me. If the threats come to be fulfilled, from this moment I offer my blood to God for the redemption and for the resurrection of El Salvador.


Martyrdom is a grace of God that I do not believe I deserve. But if God accepts the sacrifice of my life, let my blood be a seed of freedom and the sign that hope will soon be reality. Let my death, if it is accepted by God, be for the liberation of my people and as a witness of hope in the future.


You may say, if they succeed in killing me, that I pardon and bless those who do it. Would that thus they might be convinced that they will waste their time. A bishop will die, but the church of God, which is the people, will never perish.


There is no doubt that Romero regarded himself as a “man of the church”; upon becoming archbishop he chose as his motto “To Be of One Mind and Heart With the Church.” There is also no doubt that he assumed the larger role of prophet of the people, with all its attendant risks. Certainly, he would not have been assassinated if he had not spoken out as boldly as he did on political issues. Therefore, to deny or even diminish the political role he assumed at a time when an average of ten thousand Salvadorans a year were being killed would seem to falsify the central meaning of his life and death. On the other hand, to recognize that Romero was a martyr for the church precisely because he was first of all a martyr for social justice would require church officials to think in a new—or at least a different—way about the requirements for Christian martyrdom. It comes to this: Martyrs are people who die in defense of Christian beliefs or morals. But the church has yet to recognize social justice—at least in the context of the political and economic exploitation of one social class by another—as one of the moral values for which a canonizable saint may give his life.


This, at any rate, is the view taken by the community of Jesuits in El Salvador. Like their colleagues in Nicaragua, the Jesuits function independently of the country’s hierarchy and, as exponents of “liberation theology,” are openly opposed to the conservative wing of the Salvadoran hierarchy. Several of the Jesuits on the faculty of their Central American University in San Salvador aided Romero in the writing of his now-famous pastoral letters. During a long afternoon visit to the university, theologian Jon Sobrino, one of several fiery Basques on the faculty and a former adviser to Romero, summarized the Jesuits’ case for recognizing the late archbishop as a people’s saint.


“If we want a model for the kind of saint Romero was,” Sobrino began, “that model is Jesus. Not just because he was crucified in the end, like Jesus, but because he was with the people. Romero became a saint within society, not just within the synagogue, so to speak, or the confines of Jerusalem. Most saints do not get into direct contact with the people the way Jesus did. That was not the case with Romero.


“Archbishop Romero gave the people hope at a time when there was no hope. He gave them back their dignity and self-esteem, and for all those reasons he is at once a Christian saint and a Salvadoran hero. The beautiful thing that Romero symbolizes—and he is not the only one—is that for the first time in five centuries, being a Salvadoran and being a Christian converge.”


Sobrino paused long enough to light the first of several cigarettes; then, at my urging, he characterized precisely those qualities which, in his view, set Romero apart as a Salvadoran saint and hero.


“Archbishop Romero was a man who told the truth and loved the people. In Third World countries like El Salvador, telling the truth is absolutely explosive. Until Archbishop Romero began to speak out, the Salvadoran people did not believe that hearing the truth was possible.” For Sobrino, “the basic truth in this country is that there is no justice, there is no freedom, there is no sovereignty. For example, in El Salvador sixty thousand people have been assassinated. Those who have been killed have been called criminals, assassins, Communists, and so on. Romero would call them martyrs. It was an extraordinary thing for the poor to go to Mass at the cathedral and hear the archbishop say, ‘We have martyrs in this country.’


“Secondly, he loved the people. Political parties in general do not love the people. But the Salvadoran people grasped that Romero loved them and had no ulterior motives. He even risked the institution of the church because of that love. In saying that I am not indulging in metaphor. He risked priests being killed. Bombs exploded here at this university. I remember once his saying that all these crimes are signs that the church is with the people. And it would be very sad if there were so many peasants being murdered and no priests were being assassinated. The church that does not suffer persecution is not the church of Jesus Christ. That, in so many words, is what he conveyed. As you can imagine, that is rare in the church, and in the world.”


“What I imagine,” I responded, “is that the pope is worried about the disunity that Romero’s actions introduced into the Salvadoran church, a tension that I notice still persists. By all accounts, Romero was a highly conflicted man.”


Sobrino brushed aside these objections: “The conflicted saint symbolizes a conflicted world. The Third World is not just a world that Christians should react to with mercy. Mother Teresa of Calcutta, for example, shows mercy and love. That is probably the sort of response the Vatican would like to stress. But Mother Teresa is not complete. To canonize Romero would at least logically bring out certain questions. For instance, would the Catholic Church that would canonize Romero be ready, in the last analysis, to follow in his footsteps? I don’t think today the Vatican wants that. Not only in fact but in principle. There is the attitude that the best way to handle the Third World is not Romero’s way. It is much better to avoid conflict with those who are in power. This is not what Romero did.”


I explained Archbishop Rivera’s reasons for not seeking Romero’s canonization now and his fears—and those of the pope—that he would be used politically by the Salvadoran left. Sobrino conceded this was likely, but dismissed the hazard as unimportant. “That is no excuse for keeping Romero under glass as a ‘man of the church.’ I don’t think that does justice to the Romero phenomenon.”


“Do you really care if the pope canonizes Romero?”


“If he is canonized fifty years from now, a lot of historical perspective will be lost. But if he is canonized in the next ten years, in this century, it would be explosive. If you canonize Romero, you are saying by that very act that a bishop should be like Romero. And, analogously, priests and sisters should be like him too. But as a matter of principle, they [Vatican officials] do not want that type of person as bishop. And, as everyone can see, the men who are being made bishops are not like Romero.


“What is at stake is what direction the faith is taking in this country. These people are, in general, a crucified people. We hope the church will take them down from the cross. In a century or two, people will ask, who took us down from the cross? Was it the Christian believers, or was it the nonbelievers? Canonizing Romero would have this meaning. He is a symbol that brings these people into a future of faith.”


March 24, 1990, the tenth anniversary of Romero’s death, was marked by a number of protest and solidarity demonstrations of a political sort. El Salvador was no closer to peace than in the days of Romero. Indeed, on November 6 of the previous year, six of Sobrino’s Jesuit colleagues at the university, plus their Salvadoran housekeeper and her child, were brutally murdered. Once again, as in the case of Romero, the government, could not—would not, critics said—bring those responsible to justice.


Nonetheless, Archbishop Rivera y Damas took the occasion to announce at a memorial Mass for Romero that he was initiating a formal investigation into the life, virtues, and death of his predecessor—the first step toward canonization. What the archbishop had in mind, it was clear, was an investigation designed to prove Romero’s personal holiness and to secure his reputation as a martyred pastor who, in the telltale words of John Paul II, “gave himself for his flock.” Coincidental with the bishop’s announcement was the publication of Romero’s personal diary which, in the opinion of San Salvador’s Auxiliary Bishop Gregorio Rosa Chavez, revealed not only his criticism of the government but also “his severe condemnation of the rigidity, dogmatism, and abuses of groups on the left.” As expected, the martyr “for the people” was on his way to becoming a martyr “for the church.”
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