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For Julie, Katrina, Hannah and Sophia

Walking Backward

Once in a while

I walk backward;

It’s my way of remembering.

If I only walked forward,

I could tell you

how to forget.

Humberto Ak’abal, Maya-K’iche’ poet (1952 – 2019) in Jonathan Moller et al., Our Culture is our Resistance: Repression, Refuge, and Healing in Guatemala (New York: PowerHouse Books, 2004), 80.
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Map of Guatemala and the Scheut missions as of 1973.
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Introduction Tengo una deuda con el pasado I owe the past a debt

It was a balmy Wednesday afternoon of April 2, 1975 when Juan Vandeveire1 drove almost a hundred kilometers from Escuintla to Tiquisate to visit Marcelo Rotsaert and me to deliver the news personally. According to Vandeveire’s guerrilla contacts who had infiltrated the military, one of the missionary priests of Tiquisate was going to be assassinated. The information did not identify the priest’s name but mentioned three villages – Arisco, Semillero and Huitzizil – that were supposedly visited by this priest and the name of the man who was to carry out the crime. Arisco is a parcelamiento (small landholding) at the entrance of the town of Tiquisate while Semillero and Huitzizil are villages along the Pacific coast. Rotsaert visited the first while I visited the last two. We sat down to dissect the information and concluded that most probably I was the target since Rotsaert had only just returned in January from a six-month home leave in Belgium. Rotsaert went to the neighbouring town of La Nueva Concepción where the alleged assassin lived and discretely inquired about him. He was told that es un hombre duro (“he is a hard man”) who did the “dirty work” for the military.

I originally went to Guatemala as a missionary priest of the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (CICM, after its official Latin name, Congregatio Immaculati Cordis Mariae), otherwise known as Scheut Missionaries, after the Scheut suburb in Brussels, where it was founded in 1862.2 After philosophy and theology studies in my native Philippines, true to the Congregation’s aims, I was sent to the ‘foreign missions’. I arrived in Guatemala in September 1973 and after Spanish language studies and a short stint in Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa I joined Rotsaert in February 1973. Before joining Scheut, Rotsaert worked as a printer and was a member of the Jeunesse Ouvrière Chrétienne (Young Christian Workers), the movement founded by the priest, later Cardinal, Joseph Cardijn in the 1920’s in Brussels. This left him with an acute sense of social justice.


[image: My arrival at the Guatemala airport in September 1973. 3 De Jacht Sisters and a Scheutist welcomed me.]
1. Arrival in Guatemala City airport, September 1973. From left to right: ICM Sisters: Gloria Ongkingco, Verna Lewis, Lourdes Roño, me and Wilfredo Dulay CICM.





My first inkling that I was in a special area, was when few days after my arrival in the parish, I went to the town office to ask for a map of the region. I was politely told that I would have to go to the military authorities since Tiquisate was guerrilla territory and only the military would have maps of the place. Slowly I began to hear about la compañía, the United Fruit Company (UFCo), the American company that made the term “banana republic” popular. By the time I arrived, UFCo had been out of the area for almost ten years due to a decline in production and in their stead vast cotton fields had sprouted. The parish had inherited some land and buildings from the company when it left; that was how close its relationship was with the first Scheut missionaries. When Guatemalan landowners took over the UFCo lands, the missionaries continued this close relationship with them until Antonio Van de Meulebroucke took over the parish in early 1969. Van de Meulebroucke moved to Puerto San José in 1969 and Rotsaert became parish priest. Right from my first day, Rotsaert made it quite clear that we were there for los pobres (the poor) and that our main pastoral strategy was the formation of comunidades de base (basic communities), alongside the traditional priestly duties of celebrating the sacraments. As much as we could, we were to avoid El Prado, the gated community of the landowners at the edge of the town. Aside from the town centre, there were ten villages which we visited at least once a month. I had responsibility for the farthest villages which were on the coast and I used to stay overnight in San Francisco Madre Vieja.

Tiquisate went through turbulent times. During the democratically elected governments of Juan José Arévalo and Jacobo Arbenz (1944-1954), there was frenetic union organising by the communist Partido Guatemalteco del Trabajo (PGT, Guatemalan Workers’ Party) with members actively involved in demanding better conditions and agrarian reform. At the downfall of Arbenz and the end of ‘ten years of spring’, orchestrated by the US Central Intelligence Agency at the insistence of the UFCo and the large landowners,3 workers in the Department4 of Escuintla suffered the worst violence. Hundreds went into hiding, but many did not survive. In Finca Jocotán in Tiquisate an estimated one thousand campesinos were machine-gunned. According to Cindy Forster, who has written on labour conflict in Guatemalan banana (Tiquisate) and coffee (San Marcos) plantations during the Arévalo and Arbenz governments of 1944-1954, “it is a massacre that was wiped out clean from the official record but preserved in the memory of those who heard and saw it” and “with ghastly precision, the Tiquisate massacre serves as a metaphor for the substance, manner and forbidden memory of the four decades of state terror that followed.”5 However, the militancy in the face of state-sponsored violence persisted in the consciousness of the workers, now working in fincas (vast agricultural estates) of big landowners, and resurfaced in the 1979 general strike in the coast. Initially I had very little direct knowledge of this. Though I knew that at least one of the leaders of the comunidades de base and some members were active PGT cadres, this was never openly acknowledged. I also noticed a few times during masses in San Francisco Madre the presence of young men, canches (fair skinned) with smooth hands who obviously were not agricultural workers. I suspected they were university student members of a guerrilla organisation. I did not ask questions and no information was volunteered. My first formal contact with the guerrilla happened a few months later.

After six months, Rotsaert judged that I was ready to manage the parish on my own while he left for home leave in Belgium for six months. Among his instructions was a short cryptic one: one night somebody would knock at the backdoor garage with a certain code and I was to offer this man a meal and a bed. Predictably, one late night that did happen and when I opened the door there was a campesino (peasant) with his hat, satchel and machete. I offered him a simple meal. When he found out I was from the Philippines, he mentioned that he had read the book of William Pomeroy, an American soldier who worked closely with the communist Hukbong Bayan Laban sa Hapon (People’s Army Against the Japanese), better known as the Huks, who waged a guerrilla war against the Japanese forces during the Second World War and later against the Philippine government. My campesino visitor turned out to be an economics professor from the Universidad Autónoma de San Carlos, the national university, and had been a PGT organizer for years in that part of Escuintla. It would seem that the PGT had never left the area since the time of the massive union organizing in the UFCo banana fields during the Arévalo-Arbenz governments. I met this academic cum organizer a few times more before I had to leave Guatemala in 1975. Rotsaert’s and my contacts with the guerrilla were not unusual among young Scheutists. Regular clandestine meetings were held with them.



Abrupt end of my first missionary experience

We had no reason to doubt the news that Vandeveire brought due to the reliability of the source. We informed Scheut superiors in Guatemala and Rome, and Bishop Mario Enrique Ríos Mont, the brother of General Efraín Ríos Montt.6 A few weeks earlier the bishop had received a telegram from the Department of Interior inquiring where the Filipino missionaries were working in the southern coast. He went to the immigration office to inform them that one was in Puerto San José, Conrado de la Cruz, and another in Tiquisate. When he asked for the reason behind the inquiry, he was told that there were accusations that we were “involved in politics” and that the accusations had been passed on to the Estado Mayor Presidencial (EMP, Presidential General Staff). When we informed him about the threat, Bishop Ríos Mont went to see the EMP and was told that the accusation against me was that I was preaching against the government and promoting revolution. The bishop responded that if this was a fabricated lie designed to implicate him, considering that his brother had won the election the year before but was forced to go into exile, the president should say so and leave his priests alone. But if the government had evidence against me, the bishop said that he would come back that very afternoon to look at it. When he returned to the presidential palace at 2 PM, he was told dejemos las cosas así como están (let’s leave things as they are), implying that the government would not proceed with whatever plans they had.7 We would never find out whether the EMP had any evidence at all, or whether they had some proof but, in any case, they were not willing to show anything to the bishop nor even to indicate whether they were still trying to confirm hearsay accusations. (Incidentally, when I went to the Archivo Histórico de la Policía Nacional [AHPN, Historical Archives of the National Police] in November 2011, I looked my name up in the database, but nothing came up.) In the face of uncertainty, the bishop advised that I leave the country.

At the airport to bid me farewell were lay people, priests, and sisters with whom I had worked. We noticed that there were also military men present to ensure that I was actually leaving. Despite their civilian clothes, they were easily identifiable by their short haircuts and shiny black shoes! We did not know then that I was not, as we thought, an exception because the military had been monitoring other Scheutists as well. However, I was an exception in the sense that I was one of the lucky ones who was given time to leave the country.



[image: At the Guatemala airport for my  departure in June 1975. With me are a Scheutist, a De Jacht Sister and a lay volunteer.]
2. Departure from Guatemala City airport, June 1975. From left to right: Rafael Allaert CICM, Luci Morren ICM, Mario Coolen, and me.






From la tierra de la eterna primavera to la tierra de la eterna tiranía

Guatemala is publicized by tourist brochures as la tierra de la eterna primavera (the land of eternal spring) with photographs of picturesque mountains, lakes, and Mayan women in their brightly coloured woven huipiles y cortes (blouses and skirts). But in reality in the early 1970s the country was rapidly deteriorating into la tierra de la eterna tiranía (the land of eternal tyranny) or, as one writer tagged it in a play of words, it was fast moving from Guatemala to Guatepeor (Guatebad to Guateworse).8 After I had left, military men attended Sunday mass at Tiquisate and during the homily brazenly took out their machines to tape what the priest was saying. In other Scheut parishes the military surveillance of the activities and pronouncements of the missionaries also increased.

At first a few missionaries ‘only’ had to be cautious or at best leave their parishes or the country altogether. Then on May 1, 1980, Conrado de la Cruz, and his parish worker, Herlindo Cifuentes, were abducted in Guatemala City by people referred to as “heavily armed unidentified men.” They were never found and presumed dead; they joined the thousands of desaparecidos y desaparecidas (disappeared) of Guatemala.9 Less than a fortnight later, Walter Voordeckers was gunned down in broad daylight in one of the main streets of Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa, the neighboring parish of Tiquisate, again by “heavily armed unidentified men.” (Abductors and assassins, usually only referred to as “heavily armed unidentified men”, were often off-duty military men or guns-for-hire hitmen.) Other priests and sisters then had to flee the country due to direct threats, presumably from death squads. Rather than go into exile, Scheut seminarian Sergio Berten, former Scheut seminarian Eduardo Capiau and ICM sister Gloria Ongkingco decided to join the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP, Guerrilla Army of the Poor). Berten and Capiau were eventually killed by the military. Ongkingco survived the war, lived in Mexico City and died there on June 22, 2024.

The database of the United Nations Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico (CEH, Commission for Historical Clarification) lists 1,163 church people as victims of disappearances, torture, and death between 1960 to 1996 – 921 catechists, 17 priests, 27 religious brothers, 5 nuns, and 193 lay people.10 The CEH warned that these figures were conservative since interviewers did not ask the religious affiliation but simply the profession and occupation of the victims. Until 1983 one bishop was in exile (Juan José Gerardi, bishop of El Quiché, who was bludgeoned to death in May 1998); 20 priests and nuns were murdered and/or disappeared between 1981-1983; until 1981, 91 priests out of a total of 620 were forced to flee the country to escape death threats; 78 nuns left the country for the same reason; 8 formation houses were closed; 2 parish houses and 2 convents were machine gunned or destroyed; 5 Protestant pastors were killed; and 30 training centres for Christian leaders were closed, including the Scheut-owned Centro de Emaús; 70 parishes were left without priests; 2 church radio stations were closed and 5 downgraded; 8 Catholic schools were investigated and under police surveillance; thousands of catechists and lay leaders of the departments of Quiché, San Marcos, Escuintla, Izabal, Huehuetenango, Alta Verapaz, and Baja Verapaz were persecuted and killed.11 Based on various reliable sources, the CEH estimated that the Guatemalan 36-year armed conflict (1960 to 1996) claimed 200,000 lives, over two per cent of the population, and displaced a million more. The normalization of oppression and injustice relied on terror for its legitimation and continuation so that violence, torture, and death became the final arbiters of Guatemalan society. Many Scheutists in Guatemala were caught in this maelstrom.

This monograph seeks to understand what Scheutists have been through during these turbulent times. It traces the political, ideological, theological, and pastoral transformation of missionaries of the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary during the country’s civil war. Though the armed conflict lasted thirty-six years, this work concentrates on the period from 1978 to 1984 considered the worst period of violence Guatemala has experienced since the initial conquest. In this period the spiral of violence reached unimaginable levels.12 The descent into violence started with selective killing of community and peasant leaders, deteriorating into widespread massacres, initiated by the military. Nearly 80% of the testimonies gathered by the Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica (REMHI, Recovery of the Historical Memory Project) of the Archdiocese of Guatemala occurred between 1980 and 1983. It leaves no doubt as who were to blame:



The first half of the eighties was the bloodiest period; during this time Romeo Lucas García, Efraín Ríos Montt, and Oscar Mejía Víctores were the commanders-in-chief of the army, according to the army chain of command. Therefore, none of these three can escape the responsibility for so many victims (at least 71 percent of victims of all type of violations registered during this period were attributed to the state; another 3.78 percent to the guerrillas; and the rest to unknown assailants).13



REMHI pointed out, “the strategy of forced disappearances and murders of social organizations, while employed throughout the conflict was particularly prevalent from 1965 to 1968 and 1978 to 1983.”14 It was also in this latter period that the assassinations, disappearances, and exile of Scheutists occurred. The communities they worked with were also badly battered in this period. The governments of the military generals did their utmost to annihilate not just the guerrillas but also systematically attacked social movements and Mayan communities. This period has become known generally as simply la violencia.15

The events involving Scheutists during the time of la violencia are an important part of Congregation’s history that may not be forgotten, though, predictably, it was contentious as it was unfolding. As we shall see later, it created division and polarization within the group. Though lamentable, this disunion was not entirely unusual because at that time there were “thousands of battles being waged throughout Latin America in an ideological war between conservative Catholic elites and local grass-roots progressives.”16 Penny Lernoux, writing about the Latin American Church in the late 1970s and early 1980s, described “the divided Church” as “the choice between a prophetic and a traditional Church [that] also calls into question the cherished ideal of a Church so united that it can speak to and for all people.” She concludes that “this ideal denies the existence of class conflict […] and neutrality is thus an illusion; either the Church takes a critical position in favor of the poor, or it silently supports existing structures.”17 This disunity was played out from Mexico, through Central America down to Chile. Jesuit sociologist Gustavo Morello writes extensively how in his native Argentina “the conflict between ways of understanding Catholicism under illegal oppression implied continuities and breaks with history and the resurgence of a new form of relating to the sacred and from there another way of conceiving political life,” accounting thus “for the different behaviors of Argentine Catholics in the face of state terrorism.”18 As case study, he investigates the kidnapping, detention and eventual release of a priest and five seminarians of the Missionaries of Our Lady of La Salette in 1976 in Córdoba to portray the uniqueness of the relationship between the Church and a repressive state in Latin America: “It involved catholic victims and catholic persecutors; Catholics who, motivated by their faith, were willing to assist the victims, and others that refused for the same reason.”19 Phillip Berryman, who started his professional life as a missionary in Panamá, chronicles the participation of Christians in Central American revolutions. It is in this region that “for the first time Christians have been significant actors in Marxist-led revolutionary movements.”20 Anna Peterson, using the lens of martyrdom, writes about the political radicalization of Catholics in El Salvador in the 1970s and 1980s and how this theological category helped progressive Catholics make sense of their experience, how martyrdom raised important theological and political questions: “To what does a believer owe ultimate loyalty? What works does faith demand? What are the consequences of meeting those demands? [….] What is the relationship between faith and political action? Between religion and secular authority.”21 From the events of their lives, marked by repression and persecution, “Salvadorans sought to glean […] not only meaning but also a reason to keep struggling towards a less tragic future.”22

In Guatemala, several Scheutists, together with ICM missionaries23 and hundreds, if not thousands, of lay women and men with whom they worked, played a crucial role in advancing “a disruptive religion,” i.e., the capacity of religion to overturn oppressive social, political, and economic systems.24 This was not always favourably considered by the powers that be and resulted in internal convulsions. At the beginning of 1982, the annual list of members of the Guatemalan province25 counted thirty-three members of whom half would be described as generally following the liberationist direction. By then the polarization in the province was so pronounced that Congregational gatherings would only have half the group assisting or, if they all did, they would be at separate ends of the table. At the end of that year, of these sixteen members twelve would be out of Guatemala for safety reasons (ten because of direct threats and two because of stresses connected with living under constant surveillance). The four who remained and continued to work along the liberationist line were under constant military surveillance.

On hindsight and many years outside “the genocidal era that was already underway” in late 1970s and early 1980s, in the words of Richard N. Adams, University of Texas, Austin professor of anthropology,26 one may question the clarity and audacity with which these missionaries seemed to have in taking sides in this human drama of terror and death. As a Scheutist who was in the midst of these events reflected years later, one “forms part of the historical current [.…] History pushes. Never had the Guatemalan generation of that time nor us had the experience of a pre-revolutionary and later revolutionary social environment. Therefore, nobody had the experience regarding this so as to know what to do at certain moments.” He remembered what a Mexican priest told him: “The people are like a river that flows. The priest must jump into the river.” This “swimming with the people” gave him a clarity to see reality with “new eyes.” He ruminated, “slowly and gradually things got interwoven, the religious and the social, the social with the political, the religious with the political.”27

Those of us who have survived have an unwritten contract with those who have been forcibly disappeared and annihilated, to keep their memory alive and, more importantly, to continue la lucha por un mundo más justo y fraterno, the struggle for a more just and fraternal world, one of the popular slogans of the time. In the words of Vandeveire, forgetting the memory of the dead who fought for justice, would be tantamount to killing them a second time.


The men and women who fought for justice did not end up annihilated in the gutters of history. Today it is still possible to hear their cries and their emancipation projects, if we have an attentive ear to listen to their silenced voices. We discover thus the presence of their absence, the validity of their demands for justice [...] The hopes for a different nation for which the oppressed fought, though unrealized, are not absolutely erased from reality; they still remain current like an underground criticism of actual society and a muffled cry for change. If in addition to having these victims physically killed, we also kill them spiritually by leaving them buried in oblivion, then we will have thrown them away as wilted flowers.28



Edgar Alfredo Balsells Tojo, one of the two Guatemalan members of the UN-appointed three-member Commission for Historical Clarification, warns that silence is concealment: “To deny the historical memory is to hide and silence the aberrant crimes committed during the internal armed conflict […] The politics of forgetting by interested parties means nothing else but the maintenance of the lie.”29 Ricardo Falla, Guatemalan Jesuit anthropologist and an untiring chronicler of many massacres that took place during the 1970s and 1980s, expresses it poignantly and tersely. In his book on the massacre of the Finca San Francisco in Nentón, Huehuetenango, he asked himself why he decided to spend almost a year and a half to write a book thirty years after the event and he came to the conclusion: Tenía una deuda con el pasado: I owe the past a debt.30 For those who have fought for justice and survived, oblivion is not really an option for we continue owing the past a debt. We carry within us the stories, indeed the lives, of those who died for justice and liberation.



Methodology and sources

This book is based on my doctoral dissertation completed in 2015 through La Trobe University in Victoria, Australia. The methodology employed in the historical study was three-fold – a weaving of ethnography, documentary research and testimonial interviews. First, I relied on the ethnographic method of field research and participant observation. Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson describe ethnography in its most characteristic form as “the ethnographer participating overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions – in fact, collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research.”31 They identify four features of this form of social research: (1) a strong emphasis on exploring a particular social phenomenon; (2) working with “unstructured data”; (3) a small number of cases; (4) a qualitative, rather than quantitative, analysis that involves interpretation of the meanings and functions of human actions.32 While the definition of participant observation has several variations, for my study I simply agreed with them that “in a sense all social research is a form of participant observation, because we cannot study the social world without being a part of it. From this point of view participant observation is not a particular research technique but a mode of being-in-the-world characteristic of researchers.”33 I used this ethnographic tool in a non-conventional way, not by intent but simply because of historical conditions. During the period that I am studying, I moved along the fourfold typology of complete observer, observer as participant, participant as observer, and complete participant. Indeed, this study is spread over an extended time starting when I first arrived in Guatemala in October 1973. I first met most of the interviewees then and worked closely with many of them. Even after my abrupt departure from the country, I had been closely and regularly informed of what was happening to members of the Congregation in Guatemala through personal letters, Congregational newsletters, and visits and participation in Congregational meetings. While still an active member of the Congregation and living in either the United States or Mexico, I visited Guatemala in 1978, 1984 and 1985. During that time I was also involved in solidarity work with Central America, especially Guatemala. I resigned from the priestly ministry and the Congregation in 1986 and got married. In 1995 and 2002, I was in Guatemala again, both times with my family. It was during the 2002 visit that I started thinking of documenting what happened to members of the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary in Guatemala during the years of conflict. For this study I undertook fieldwork trips to Guatemala in 2008 and 2011.

Secondly, the study involved archival research. In December 2009 to January 2010, I researched files on the history of the Congregation and its beginnings in Guatemala at KADOC, Documentation and Research Centre on Religion, Culture and Society at KU Leuven (Catholic University of Leuven). Scheut had entrusted its archives to KADOC. The Congregation placed a fifty-year statute of limitation on the personal files of their members, thus barring them to all researchers, including their own members. No assurance on my part that I would leave out details about the personal lives of the members could make an exception to this rule possible since, as the Congregational historian informed me, this was a promise that Scheut had made to the families of the order’s members. At KADOC I was able to access only those Congregational records not covered by these limitations. Despite this block to accessing Congregational files in Belgium, much to my surprise and delight during my fieldwork in 2008 and 2011 in Guatemala, in the library of the provincial house in Guatemala City, I found Congregational papers (e.g., official and personal letters, statements, etc.) that had been simply left in a corner, unclassified and uncatalogued. The provincial superior then allowed me to read them and take notes.

Former Scheut missionaries in Guatemala Guido De Schrijver and Gabriël Demeulenaere have also donated to KADOC their personal archives, composed of catechetical and educational materials, newsletters, solidarity statements, etc., and had granted me permission to access these files. Former Dutch lay missionaries Mario Coolen and Wim and Marita van den Eerenbeemt who served in Guatemala under the auspices of the Congregation, generously gave me copies of documents they had saved. After the 1996 Peace Accord the solidarity group of the Netherlands, where Mario Coolen played a very significant role, donated their archives to Centro de Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica (CIRMA, Center for Mesoamerican Research,) in Antigua, Guatemala. In 2011 I consulted these files and other materials that CIRMA held.

I also spent some time in 2011 at the Archivo Histórico de la Policía Nacional (AHPN, the Historical Archives of the National Police) in Guatemala City. I must admit the visit to this place filled me with trepidation and awe. Trepidation because the facility forms part of the headquarters of the National Civil Police and to find it I had to go through the campus and groups of policemen. Awe because I sensed I was in a sacred place, what one Guatemalan journalist describes as “a place of pain and torture that had been transformed into a place of conscience that vindicates life over death.”34 The accidental discovery of what Kate Doyle had called “the atrocity files” was unprecedented.35 Investigating complaints of residents in a working class neighborhood in Guatemala City about the improper storage of explosives in a disused building on a local police base, staff of the Guatemalan government’s human rights office discovered documents belonging to the National Police, the central branch of Guatemala’s security forces during the years of conflict. A New York Times journalist described the scene months later after the discovery.


Walking into some of the chambers is like staring down a tidal wave. Documents bundled as thick as bibles stand more than 10 feet tall in bat-infested rooms as dank and dark as caves. There are buckets in every corner that attendants, dressed in rubber gloves and gas masks to protect against the fumes, have been using to catch leaks from the roof. Everything seems to be there: from traffic tickets, driver’s license applications and personnel files, to spy logs and interrogation records. There are hundreds of rolls of film and videos, along with snapshots of unidentified bodies, detainees and informants. Some of the files seem to have gotten slightly more careful treatment and were tossed into file cabinets marked ‘disappeared,’ ‘assassins’ and ‘special cases.’ There are transcripts of radio communications and stacks of arrest records listing ‘Communist’ as the reason for the arrest.36



Practically an extension of the army during the armed internal conflict, the National Police was guilty of human rights violations that included surveillance and spying, unlawful detention, torture and maltreatment, sexual violence, forced disappearances, and extrajudicial execution.37 The National Police was an entity so inextricably linked to human rights abuses that the 1996 Peace Accords mandated that it be completely disbanded.

When I visited the facility, five years after APHN was established, I was informed that some 150 staff had already processed and digitized 13 million documents out of a possible 80 million. Kirsten Weld rightly describes them as “paper cadavers” that tell “stories of politics, of collective action, of painful separations and reunions, of sacrifices made, of states and of people, of resistance and silencing and loss, of survival.”38 AHPN staff gave me a disk pertaining to Scheutists who had disappeared or been killed: Conrado de la Cruz, Walter Voordeckers, and Sergio Berten. I was also able to look up records on other Scheutists.

The third and last method that I employed in the study was the personal interview. Though my research concentrates on Scheutists, of whom I interviewed eight, I also interviewed ten others who worked closely with them. Of the ten, three were members of the Missionary Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary who worked in Scheut-run parishes, two were former Scheut seminarians who volunteered as lay missionaries in Scheut parishes, a Spanish Dominican nun who worked with Scheutists in Cobán, two were members of the Comité Pro Justicia y Paz en Guatemala, one was a former Jesuit priest who worked closely with Scheutists, and another one was a bishop of the Escuintla diocese. The interviews spanned the period from the end of 2004 to early 2010 across the United States of America (Los Angeles, California), Guatemala (Guatemala City and Cobán, Alta Verapaz), Belgium (Leuven, Brussels, and Zwalm), Holland (Utrecht and Maastricht), and the Philippines (Quezon City and Antipolo City). The interviewees were not previously unknown to me; they were, in fact, co-workers, colleagues, and friends. Thus, the interviews, relying on goodwill built through the years, were friendly conversations, rather than straightforward question-and-answer sessions. The respondents revealed aspects of their lives that they might not have otherwise done to a stranger, even though they were aware that I was writing a doctoral thesis that would eventually be publicly available. In my dissertation and in this monograph I have not attempted in any way to hide the identity of the informants because the presumed cloak of confidentiality that alterations to names of people and places could offer, would have only created a false sense of security. Because Guatemala is a small country and I am writing about a very definite period in its history, it would not take much investigative ability and time to identify the altered names and places. All informants were fully aware of the purpose of the interview and responded openly. They knew their real names would be used. All Scheutists who were interviewed, except one, now live outside of Guatemala. One had died in a Scheut retirement village in Belgium. One ICM informant lived in Guatemala at the time of the interview.

Of the interviews, the longest lasted four hours and the shortest as little as forty-five minutes. These conversations were not aseptic journeys back to a past long gone. Nor were they nostalgic reminiscences of a frozen and idealized past. The interviewees expressed palpable excitement and a sense of gratitude at being able to retell, in the words of Felicitas Bartolomé, an ICM nun who worked in Cobán, Alta Verapaz, “the drama of the people of which I have been a part […] I am happy to be part of this struggle, to be part of their lives.”39 Our meetings were an opportunity to talk about people, places, and events that had a tremendous impact on them and continued to be a source of meaning and direction to their lives even thirty, forty years later. Mario Coolen, who was a Dutch lay volunteer in Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa from 1972 to 1980, reminisced.


The best thing that has happened to me in my life is to have witnessed this process of so many people who said, “For me, even if it would cost me my life, to fight for life is the most important thing [...]” I think the meaning of life is reduced to this question: “Who is prepared to defend the dignity of the human being, which is of divine origin in whatever sense that one would like to give it? Who is prepared to give one’s life so life does not end?”40




Our conversations were also acts of defiance against currents within the Church that tended to denigrate and even consign to oblivion the commitment of Christians who fought for social justice. At the time of the interviews, two successive popes, John Paul II and Benedict XVI, were openly critical of liberation theology and the radical political and social involvement of Christians. This negativity was exemplified by Pope John Paul II’s public scolding, with a wagging finger, of the Nicaraguan priest poet Ernesto Cardenal for having joined the Sandinista movement during the revolution and later as its Minister of Culture.41 During our encounters, we could not foresee that a time would come when Pope Francis, the first Latin American pope, would lift, “the exorcism of liberation theology” and validate the very important role of basic ecclesial communities in evangelization and social development.42

Every informant knew men, women and children who made immeasurable sacrifices, including their own lives. Thus, in these conversations there was also pain and grief when memories of friends and comrades, desaparecidos and desaparecidas or those brutally killed, flooded our consciousness. There were moments of deep silence. There were tears. One of the abiding images etched in my mind is that of Antonio Van de Meulebroucke, waving good-bye to me at the train station of Zwalm, Belgium. At the time of our encounter, he was approaching his late 70s and had spent almost forty of his fifty years of priestly and missionary life working with Guatemalans either in Guatemala or in Chiapas, Mexico. He had to leave Chiapas abruptly in March 1995 when he was named in a television newscast as one of five foreign priests who were ‘manipulating’ the much-maligned bishop of San Cristóbal, Don Samuel Ruíz. I had just spent a day and a half with him in his small parish talking the whole time about Guatemala, and now it was time for me to return to Leuven where I was then staying. With a half-smile on his lips, he said: No ha sido inútil (It has not been in vain). In those few words he expressed a sense of fulfilment, satisfaction, joy, and an absence of regret, in spite of what he had undergone in Guatemala and Mexico. It was his way of protesting against those who claimed that the years he and others dedicated to radical change in Guatemala were futile or, worse, that they had misled the people. It was a fitting homage to the many women and men he had known in Guatemala in Santa Rosa, Escuintla, Tiquisate, Puerto San José and Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa, and Guatemalan refugees in Chiapas, Mexico. The night before he told me: “It was a beautiful time. I felt I was immersed in the gospel among the people, with the people. It was hard, there was repression even in the church. It was hard, but it was fulfilling. It was hard [.…] But I am happy.”43

This monograph consists of 4 main chapters, with an introduction and a conclusion. This Introduction sets the scene, starting with my own experience. Chapter 1 – Pensábamos que estábamos preparados: We thought we were prepared – describes, first of all, the start of the Scheut mission in Guatemala in 1955 consisting of members, who were expelled from China after the victory of the communists. With the arrival of younger Scheutists in the early 1960s and the changing universal and local geopolitical and ecclesial contexts, the missionary self-understanding and practice of some members changed. The chapter records what the young missionaries thought before they arrived in Guatemala, their preparation, and their first impressions of their new assignment. These missionaries were educated in philosophy and theology in their home countries in the 1960s or early 1970s and went to serve in Guatemala soon thereafter. For the majority, years of spiritual, academic, and physical preparation later proved inadequate for what awaited them. They had presumed, like generations of foreign missionaries before them, that they were there to teach the Guatemalan people how to live and believe. But the roles were gradually reversed. The people challenged the missionaries’ theological and pastoral assumptions about life and faith. As they gradually entered the lives of the poor and shared their hopes and dreams, they realized they had much to learn from the people. The evangelizers had become evangelized. They clashed not only with the ruling authorities and big landowners, but also with their fellow Scheutists. The chapter ends describing the division within Scheut in Guatemala between los jóvenes (the young) and los viejos (the old), a polarization which was more about theological and pastoral differences rather than chronological age. This was further complicated with the internationalization of their composition, beyond the original Belgian and Dutch membership.

Chapter 2 narrates how the younger Scheutists went beyond traditional ideals, pastoral methods and allies. It describes the shift from traditional pastoral and catechetical methods to the beginning of the creation of comunidades de base that had sprouted in Latin America especially after the 1968 Medellín meeting of the Conference of Latin American Bishops (CELAM). In several Scheut parishes, there were regular small gatherings of men and women who would discuss the implications of the Sunday biblical readings on their daily life, inspired by Paolo Freire’s methodology of problem-solving education called concientización.44 Initially, the topics followed a set curriculum and stressed individual and family rectitude and holiness. These groups, first called Familia de Dios (God’s Family), were led by lay men and women interchangeably referred to as promotores, coordinadores, catequistas or Delegados de la Palabra. These leaders regularly met to reflect on their work, analyse the situation and plan a response. Gradually the topics became more true to life, and were directly linked to their social, political and economic situation. The shift was deliberate; as the title of the chapter says, No fue capricho, ni locura, ni gran equivocación: Not a whim, madness, nor a big mistake. It ends with the growing radicalization of these groups. It became clear that reflection should lead to more effective action. Landless farmers and agricultural workers were clamoring to formally organize themselves, realizing that the only way they could get better working conditions and just wages in the cotton, coffee, and sugarcane fields, education for their children, affordable healthcare for them and their families, and decent housing, etc. was through their collective strength. The Comité de Unidad Campesina (CUC, Committee of Peasant Unity) was born out of this organizational drive.

Chapter 3 concentrates on the links some Scheutists had with guerrilla organizations and the severe reaction of the government and the elite to what they considered a realignment of the Church, or at least an important sector within it, which they traditionally considered as an ally. We will hear what happened to individual Scheutists. Their journeys will be situated within three national events – the massacre at Panzós (May 29, 1978); the Spanish embassy massacre (January 31, 1980); and, the southern coast agricultural workers’ strike (February 1980) – and their impact on their lives and their pastoral involvement. These events deepened their understanding of this new pastoral situation. They were encouraged to strengthen their links with popular movements and some even with guerrilla groups. Some missionaries joined the Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP, Guerrilla Army of the Poor). Indeed, as one said (and the title of this chapter says), En el camino la gente nos concientizó: On the journey the people conscientized us.

It did not take long for the violent state-sponsored machinery to pound on the missionaries. They suffered the same fate as many Guatemalans: threats, capture and torture, exile, disappearance and death: Al fin sufren ahora la misma suerte que la de su pueblo humillado: Finally, they suffer the same fate as their oppressed people. Chapter 4 details what a commitment that finds its roots in the struggle for the poor entails. Four offer the ultimate sacrifice, death. The Conclusion reiterates that the story of these missionaries is “truly a page out of history”: Fue realmente una página de historia.
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1 Pensábamos que estábamos preparados We thought we were prepared

After their initial foundation in China in 1865, Scheut spread to other countries – in the Congo in 1888, the Philippines in 1907, and Indonesia in 1937; however, in fidelity to their original vision, China remained the first priority of the Congregation. Most of the members were still designated for the original mission. By 1946, the one Apostolic Vicariate of Mongolia, taken over in December 1865 by Théophile Verbist, Frans Vranckx, Aloïs Van Segvelt, and Ferdinand Hamer, had developed into several dioceses with 239 Scheutists, 233 Chinese priests, 224 mission stations and 235,161 Catholics.1 From 1865 to 1947, almost nine hundred Scheutists were sent to work in China. But this was soon to change in a very dramatic fashion. The first deliberations regarding ‘the problem of China’ by the Congregation’s General Administration, its highest ruling authority, occurred at the beginning of 1948.2 The communists were rapidly gaining a foothold. In March the Superior General, Jozef Vandeputte, decided to go to China to find out what was happening; what was intended to be a short stay ended up lasting for more than a year.3 While there, the expulsions of foreign missionaries started so it was decided that older and sick members would be repatriated back to Europe and the younger ones who were then in Beijing undertaking language studies would be reassigned to other countries. Students in Belgium and the Netherlands who were initially assigned to China were offered other mission destinations.

With Mao Zedong’s proclamation of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949, the expulsion of foreign missionaries increased, many of whom were first placed under house arrest or imprisoned and tortured. A few died in prison. By May 1952, 90 per cent of foreign priests, sisters and brothers in China had been expelled and by 1955 more than 6,000 missionaries had left.4 Ninety years after the first foundation, in November 1955 the last non-Chinese Scheutist, Octaaf De Vreese, who had been condemned to twenty years in a labour camp, was expelled.5 Only one Scheutist, a Chinese, Josephus Ch’ang Shou-i, remained in the country; he was imprisoned for seven years and then after another fifteen years in a labour camp, he returned to his village where he died in 1991, still a Scheutist. For a long time, it was generally assumed that Ch’ang Shou-i did not survive the first years of the communist government until he was able to make contact with Scheut in the early 1980s.

It was a traumatic end of a dream for many Scheutists and for the Congregation as a whole. Writing to the members on the celebration of the first centennial anniversary of their foundation, Omer Degrijse (1913-2002) paid tribute to the first missionaries and their enduring impact on the life of the order.



The pioneering period of the China Mission has produced many exceptional figures, of all sorts – I dare give no names as the choice is too difficult. Their history would fill a library with volumes of hagiography, acts of martyrs, epic poems, tales of adventure, and Fioretti [sic]. In China, the Congregation has written some of the most glorious pages of its Annals, but also suffered the most crushing disaster in its history: the forced abandonment of the missions our confrères served for 90 years. China, we may say, has marked the Congregation forever.6




With the closure of their parishes and mission stations in China, foreign religious orders, including Scheut, suddenly had at their disposal able-bodied members in need of new appointments. For these Scheut missionaries, unable to remain in China and yet unwilling to return to Europe due to their ongoing desire to be in the foreign missions, this presented some difficulties. Some were re-assigned to other Chinese-speaking territories (Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore), which composed the new religious Province of Sinica, after the abolition of the five religious provinces of Scheut in China.7 Vatican authorities stressed the importance of the pastoral care of diaspora Chinese so that the Scheutist bishop of Ningxia, Monsignor Carlo Van Melckebeke (1898-1980), expelled from China in 1952 and residing in Singapore, was appointed Apostolic Visitator of Overseas Chinese in May 1953.8 Others were sent to nearby Japan and the Philippines. However, for many former China missionaries, it also opened new possibilities. Many did not want to go to existing mission places that would require demanding language studies or where they feared they would be considered second-class missionaries.9 Latin America, a region where Scheut had not previously been present except for a very brief unsuccessful period in Paraná, Argentina (1897-1898),10 offered new mission areas and the language was not extraordinarily difficult, considering the missionaries’ familiarity with other Romance languages such as French and Latin. Scheut was particularly interested in Chile, Guatemala, and Haiti.11


Guatemala, the first years of a new mission

In 1952 Monsignor Gennaro Verolino, Apostolic Nuncio to Guatemala, and the Bishop of Quetzaltenango, requested Scheut’s Superior General, Jozef Vandeputte, to send missionaries to work in that country. Guatemala was then undergoing serious political troubles. The government of Jacobo Arbenz, actively pursuing a land reform program, was pitted against the UFCo and the powerful landowners of the nation, with ample support from the US Central Intelligence Agency. In general, the Church, consistent with its historical legitimizing role since the conquest, sided with the landed oligarchy. However, it would be simplistic to assume that the Catholic Church had a monolithic stance of opposition to the Arévalo and Arbenz governments: “the Catholic opposition to the Revolution,” as historian Blake Pattridge notes, “also lacked cohesion.”12 Many Catholics supported the reforms of the government and opposed their leaders’ opposition to the government. Adams, writing in the late 1960s, described the ongoing role of the Church as “conservator of contemporary regimes, and no matter what its individual agents may profess, its actions will be gauged not to threaten the good standing with that order,” but hoped that the Guatemalan Church would “venture into more independent action if, and when, it feels more secure in its own realm.”13 For now, however, the Church leaders sided with the opposition to the democratically-elected government of Arbenz. Thus, predictably, an initial request for visas for Scheutists was turned down. These missionaries were diverted to the short-lived Chile mission (1953-1957).14
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