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Jeremiah 31:7-9; Psalms 126:1-2, 2-3, 4-5, 6; Hebrews 5:1-6; Mark 10:46-52 
 
 Not long ago I was doing a mission appeal for Maryknoll in the beautiful Our 
Lady of Guadalupe Cathedral of Dodge City, Kansas. Two of the Masses were in Spanish 
and two in English. I was proud of the pastor for his outreach to the many immigrants in 
the city, a good number of whom work in the meat processing plants there. 

After the Sunday noon Mass in Spanish, a group of Mayan Indians from 
Guatemala came up to greet me. They were surprised and delighted that I could converse 
with them in their language, K’anjobal. They invited me to lunch at their little trailer 
home. We ate tamales, one of my favorite foods during the 30 years I spent working in 
Guatemala, many of those years working with Mayan people such as these. 
 As I drove back to Wichita that afternoon in order to catch a plane back to 
Chicago, the home base of Maryknoll’s Midwestern mission education and promotion 
work, I could not help but reminisce. It was such a joyful lunch. The laughing and 
kidding reminded me of the many times I celebrated Masses and baptisms and other 
sacraments with these people. I used to spend a day and a night in the many villages that 
made up my huge parishes. In the morning after a night’s sleep on the chapel’s simple 
wooden benches I would walk or ride a horse some four or five hours to the next village 
in the jungle or in the mountains. I could only get to each village two or three times a 
year. Of course that is why Maryknoll goes to help in such circumstances. But as I drove 
along that hot summer afternoon, I kept thinking how could so many thousands of these 
beautiful people have been massacred by the Guatemalan army in their country’s civil 
war? 
 My first 24 years in Guatemala were spent during that country’s war which lasted 
officially for 36 years, from 1960 until 1996. I like to count 42 years of war beginning 
with the overthrow of the democratically elected government of Jacobo Arbenz in June 
1954. The Arbenz government was in the midst of a land reform program, taking unused 
lands from very large conglomerates and portioning them out to poor farmers. This 
program created much unrest politically and economically in the country. When the 
Arbenz government took some 380,000 acres of unused land from the United Fruit 
Company, that company accused the Arbenz government of being “communist.” United 
Fruit was the largest land owner in Guatemala at that time. Their main product was 
bananas, most of which were sent to United States markets. 

In the light of what was happening in Russia, China and other places around the 
world, the U.S. government was very aware of the communist threat. A perceived 
communist foothold in Central America was at the forefront of political and military 
observation. Thus, it was decided by the CIA and State Department under the Eisenhower 
government to join with Guatemalan opponents of the Arbenz government and 
overthrow it in June 1954. The land reform program was stopped and a military 
government under General Castillo Armas was put in place. Lands expropriated for poor 
farmers were returned to the original owners. Soon, however opposition to the new 



military government was mounted but counter revolutions failed. By 1960 then, many of 
those involved in these attempts to change government policies united themselves in 
guerrilla movements to fight the military government. Castillo Armas himself was 
assassinated. 
  As the years passed things got worse. The Catholic Church, under the inspiration 
of Vatican II teachings, was now working with Guatemala’s majority poor and 
dispossessed. Along with serving the spiritual needs of the people, the Church promoted 
education programs in health, agriculture, literacy, civics and leadership. This led to a 
veritable persecution of the Catholic Church. By war’s end, 17 priests had been killed 
along with religious personnel and hundreds of catechists. Finally, Bishop Juan Gerardi 
was killed in April 1998, two days after presenting Guatemala Nunca Más (Guatemala 
Never Again) the history of the war according to hundreds of testimonies the Catholic 
Church had collected. The study concluded that more than 90 percent of the human 
rights atrocities had been committed by the Guatemalan military and the rest by the 
guerrillas or unknown entities. 
 By war’s official end in December 1996, 200,000 people had been killed, mostly 
Mayan indigenous, 50,000 disappeared, and thousands more forced to flee into exile. 
One tenth of the whole population was internally dislocated from war to hopefully, safer 
zones. Living in that war as a parish priest was a life filled with fear and tension. My 
every word and movement was monitored. 
 I believe that the United States government intervened militarily in a situation it 
did not understand. If there was a threat of communism it was no doubt aided by 500 
years of economic deprivation and the exploitation of Guatemala’s native peoples and 
poor ladinos (mestizos). To protect U.S. economic and political interests in the country 
the doctrine of State Security led to decisions to use violence to stem the rising tide of 
what was not, in the light of history, communism, but democracy and an end to 
colonialism and a feudal system of life. I was amazed living there to see leader after leader 
physically eliminated if they had threatened the status quo of those who held the power 
and wealth in the country. Death squads even eliminated members of the oligarchy and 
members of the military who wanted to work for justice through legitimate channels. 
 Today’s Gospel relates that Jesus healed Bartimaeus of his blindness. Jesus, aware 
of Bartimaeus shouting from the side of the road, called him and asked, “What do you 
want?” Bartimaeus answers, “I want to see!” He wants to be free, to be independent, to 
follow Jesus and to make the world better.  
 May Jesus open our eyes too. Time after time in the history of the world, people 
poor and downtrodden are not asked, “What do you want and need?” Can those who 
hold power be patient and really listen and work with those who have nothing? Can we 
really turn our swords into plowshares and talk, consult and work together for that better 
world? This is the world’s hope. Thank you, Jesus, for opening our eyes to understand. 
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