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Letting others’ sufferings speak...





From the beginning of March till the end of August in 1999 I spent half a year in San Salvador, the capital of El Salvador, teaching and studying at the Jesuit University “Universidad Centroamericana Jose Simeon Canas”. A second time I was there to teach in August and September 2001. During my stay I lived in the parish “Maria de los Pobres”, “Mary, Mother of the Poor”, for some months. It is in one of the poorest districts of the town. The parish is situated in the outskirts, on the banks of a river, which is a smelly sewer, because it contains all the sewage of the town. The majority of the people in this district had to flee from military violence in the civil war in the eighties. Most of them came from rural areas. Even today most of them are still unemployed and live in incredible “holes”. I do wonder  how these people manage to survive anyway – without any support from the state. Their parish life there is so vivid that any German or Austrian priest might be eaten up with envy – and, thinking back to these months nearly one year later, grateful memories of friendship and uncomplicated warmth surge up inside myself.





The Holy Week which I celebrated with this parish became an arousing spiritual experience for me. When we prayed the Stations of the Cross on Good Friday we stumbled – rather than walked – through this district for three hours, in burning heat. The main road there is a railway track, very close to the dwellings, where a goods train thunders through twice a day. There were more than three hundred people, most of them children and youths, who prayed and sang together; and there were at least five dogs which went with us till the final prayers in the church. In those hours that made me sweat I remembered my former experience with praying the Stations of the Cross or with meditating the Passion during retreat: contemplation in a silent room, listening to Johann Sebastian Bach’s music or looking at the paintings of Matthias Grünewald. The contrast to that topical experience couldn’t have been clearer. The bad smell, the noise, the dust, the heat – the more I absorbed them, the more did I realize: If you don’t understand now that Jesus’ crucifix and these people’s crucifix are closely related, then you can’t be redeemed anyway!





When – in my theological work so far – I have spoken too fluently about the “memoria passionis”, the commemoration of suffering, in which our redemption is rooted, so it has now suddenly become a nearly unbearably concrete reality in meeting those people in that parish. Especially, when, for example, on the the anniversary of Oscar Romero’s assassination one family after the other talked all night long, in between hymns and prayers, about members of their families who had disappeared or who had been killed. They talked about their sufferings in the years of civil war, about extortion, threats, torture, rape and brutal murder.





Returning from El Salvador into German speaking university life caused a crisis in my life. I was tormented by the question: Can one take over the responsibility for teaching theology in one of the richest countries, in our faculties which are fenced off so safely from all the misery in our world? In the meantime I have answered this question with YES – thanks to my practical decisions. BUT I am not totally convinced and sure about it. However, I am sure about the fact that I feel committed to the understanding gained in Latin America – if that YES shouldn’t turn out to be betrayal. I would like to dare to sum up the gist of my understanding in some brief theses – risking that you might think that they are intrusive, irritating, even embarrassing:


If I don’t understand that the gospel is especially for those who are tormented and beaten, for those who seem to be born into this world in order to be destroyed by it again – then I haven’t grasped anything of the gospel’s message. And, to keep in mind, then it’s not GOSPEL, a redeeming message, for me, either. Those who take this thesis, which may sound so harmless and obvious, – to begin with – seriously, must indeed ask themselves seriously, if we Christians in the First World can be redeemed at all. For there is no salvation nor proximity to Jesus for us European Christians if we don’t feel moved by the disastrous suffering of our sisters and brothers in Iraq, Palaestin, Chechnia or wherever they may be, and if we don’t feel inspired to act. At least this is Jesus’ simple message. Those who don’t recognize Him in those who are hungry, naked, imprisoned … have irrevocably rejected Him and have damned themselves forever (Mt 25).


Th. W. Adorno’s sentence: “The urge to let suffering speak is the condition of all truth.” is valid, as well, and especially for theology. The credibility of a theology which is like a person who only talks to himself/herself, which reacts to interruption in a tense way and which remains unmoved by concrete human misery, must be called into question very seriously. If the catastrophe in Iraq, in so many African countries …. does not become a topic in theology and if it doesn’t change theology in a very radical way, then one must ask the question if God is a topic in theology at all. It seems to be an intolerable challenge always having the whole world before one’s eyes. Wouldn’t it be much more human to draw back into a small, manageable area and to confine oneself to it? If the idea of the universal character of theology is justified – then it’s in this context: “God is either God for us all – or he isn’t God.” (J.B. Metz). If we pray to God without praying for a just and human world for all with all our existence, we don’t pray to the living God , but to an idol of our particular interests.


I can only teach theology in the academic context in our western world responsibly if I am also prepared to call out injustice loudly – even if this contradicts our valid plausibilities in society and church and even if it necessarily leads to tensions and conflicts. Experiencing El Salvador’s reality has shaken my political world view in many ways, especially my naïve belief in the “civilized western world” as a protagonist of human progress. I realized that theology – especially in Europe – mustn’t shirk from its socio-political responsibility; it must be prepared to unmask as a lie whatever it recognizes as a lie in the disputes of politicians and intellectuals. It mustn’t stop questioning the fact that it is mere cynicism and inhuman, as well, if we people in the western world think that it is “natural” that we belong to the small third of mankind who takes the right to life, security, food and wealth for granted – while the biggest part of mankind isn’t granted those rights at all.





El Salvador with its martyrs for the gospel became for me a “theological place”, a “holy ground” where I was confronted with the Jesus-drama in a shockingly topical way.


Monsenor Romero, the 6 Jesuits from the “Universidad Centroamericana”, so many other lay people, priests and religious were only killed brutally by the powerful, because they had made themselves to a relentless voice of those “who have no voice”. Realizing that I can only be a theologian if I don’t shirk from the duty to accuse what has to be accused frightens me. Because especially the months in Latin America showed me how complex reality is and how great the danger is to err if I dare to speak out concrete statements. And what Ignacio Ellacuria, the head of the assassinated Jesuits, writes is still valid: “In a world of sin and injustice God’ presence can’t cause anything but contradiction and resistance up to the crucifix. But it means betraying the Gospel if you stop doing what might annoy those who can kill, because they have got all the death-giving powers, which are in the world, in their hands.”
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You are the God of the poor


the simple and human God


the God who sweats in the streets


the God with the furrowed countenance.





“It means betraying the Gospel if you stop doing what might annoy those who can kill, because they have got all the death-giving powers, which are in the world, in their hands.” Ignacio Ellacuria SJ, Rector of the Universidad Centroamericana. He was assassinated in 1989 because of his commitment to justice.





“Those who compensate what they owe justice by giving alms, defy justice.” Oscar A. Romero, assassinated in 1980.





“University must intellectually embody the poor, must be the academic world of those who have no admission to the academic world, must be the educated voice of those who haven’t got a voice.” Ignacio Ellacuria SJ





“What we need is a different globalization, a globalization of truth, commitment, love and tenderness.” Jon Sobrino, Liberation Theologian, El Salvador





“The urge to let suffering speak is the condition of all truth.”


Th. W. Adorno





“You can’t adore God with your back turned to the world’s Passion.” J. B. Metz





“One should – as far as possible – live in such a way as one believes one should live in a liberated world.”Th. W. Adorno
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