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CELEBRATING THE LIFE OF BISHOP MEDARDO GOMEZ

This past week, we received the sad news
that the Rev. Medardo Gémez, who served as
Bishop of the Salvadoran Lutheran Synod in El
Salvador from 1986 until last year, passed
away. It is difficult to overstate the enormous
impact that Bishop Gomez had on Lutheran
work in his country and elsewhere throughout
the region due to the leadership and vision he
provided and his tireless efforts in favor of a
church committed to justice and peace.

Bishop Gémez was a graduate of our
Lutheran Seminary here in Mexico City and was
ordained back in El Salvador in 1972. During
his time as a student at the Seminary he met
his wife Avelina, who was a Mexican student at
the Baptist Seminary that also forms part of
the Theological Community of Mexico. She
later became the first woman ordained as a
pastor in the Lutheran Church of El Salvador.

When the civil war in El Salvador began in
1980, Rev. Gomez spearheaded efforts to
attend to the victims of the fighting, working
with the church to open shelters for those
seeking refuge from the violence and standing
in other ways with those who were in greatest
need. He also spoke out strongly in favor of
peace and respect for human rights.

As a result of his solidarity with those who
were suffering and his prophetic voice, he was
arrested and disappeared for a time, during
which he was also subjected to torture. When
he was released, the Salvadoran Lutheran
Church decided to ordain him as its first
bishop in 1986, partly in order to afford him
greater protection as he continued to lead the
church in its efforts in favor of peace and
justice. The leadership he provided enabled
the church to grow considerably in the
following years as it continued to stand with
the Salvadoran people in the midst of the
tremendous hardships they were enduring as a
result of the war, which finally ended in 1992.

Later that same year, | was able to visit the
Lutheran Church in El Salvador and spend time
meeting with Bishop Gémez at his home and
accompanying him on visits to communities
where the church was active (see photos).
Among the things that struck and touched me
the most was the deep love he shared with the
people among whom he worked, as well as the
manner in which he encouraged and built up
others in the church so as to enable them to
assume the same commitment to everything
he stood and worked for alongside his wife
Avelina and his fellow pastors and colleagues.
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Through our online program at our Seminary
we have continued to work with students from
the Lutheran Church in El Salvador, including
one of Bishop Gémez’s daughters. Bishop
Gomez leaves a legacy that will undoubtedly
continue to transform the lives of many for
years to come.
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REFLECTING ON “THE CRUCIFIED PEOPLE”

One of the courses | am teaching this
semester is “Latin American Readings of the
Biblical Texts.” In this course, we are looking
at the ways in which Latin American biblical
scholars and theologians have read the Bible
from within this context, taking the everyday
realities of life in Latin America as a starting-
point for reading the biblical texts while at
the same time attempting to make those texts
speak to those realities in order to transform
them through the gospel.

Among the readings we have explored is that
of the Roman Catholic theologian Jon Sobrino,
who has written on the subject of “the
crucified people.” Sobrino took this expression
from the work of Ignacio Ellacuria, who taught
alongside him before Ellacuria was gunned
down together with seven other companions at
the university where they both served as
professors by members of El Salvador’s
military in 1989 during the civil war there.
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Like many other Latin American theologians,
when he reads the Gospel accounts regarding
Jesus’ ministry as well as his passion and
death, Sobrino focuses on the historical causes
of Jesus’ death on the cross. Crucifixion was a
means by which the Romans sought to instill
terror among those whom they had subjected
by force and violence, such as the Jews in
Palestine. Their objective was to maintain a
status quo that allowed them to exploit those
whom they had conquered for their own ends
and instill fear in them so that they would
remain submissive and obedient as they served
the interests of Rome. If any dared to
challenge the order they had imposed, they
would be fixed to a cross for all to see, dying a
slow and torturous death that would normally
last for days or at times even weeks.

Sobrino argues that the same type of
institutionalized violence that Jesus endured at
the hands of those who saw him as a threat to
the order they had imposed continues to be
inflicted today on people throughout Latin
America and elsewhere in the world. They too
are “crucified” by being subjected to a slow
death by those who seek to exploit and use
them for their own interests. This crucifixion
takes the form of unjust systems and structures
that bleed them to death by failing to provide
for their basic needs, denying them adequate
health care, education, and employment oppor-
tunities, and acting to silence any who dare to
challenge or question the status quo. They too
may be said to bear the sins of others, yet like
Jesus did, they seek to remain firm in their
commitment to solidarity, peace, justice, and
wholeness for all in the midst of their suffering.

during which we reflect on the events that led
up to Jesus’ crucifixion on Good Friday, it is
important to constantly remind ourselves that
the same type of systemic and institutionalized
violence to which Jesus was cruelly subjected
continues to be inflicted on countless people
today in their everyday lives. As we gaze upon
the cross, may we see not only the face of
Jesus, but their faces as well.
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