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A Defense of Church's Role

USCCTestimony
on Central America

A shift in U.S. policy in the Central
American region and particularly El Salvador
was urged by Archbishop James Hickey of
Washington, D.C., in congressional testimony
he gave March 7 on behalf of the U.S.
Catholic Conference. "We come before the
Congress to recommenrJ a course of action:
promote dialogue, ins:~1on a cease-Jlre and
support a negotiated end to the conflict, " he
said. Hickey said that in opposing U.S.
military aid to El Salvador the bishops are not
proposing that the United States forsake the
present government. However, he said, "we
are convinced that other choices exist...than
the ones being promoted by the administra-
tion. " He noted that even a true diplomatic
effort may require some military component.
"We acknowledge this with regret, but we do
not deny it, " he said, recommending that any
military aid be linked to dialogue efforts and
a cease-fire. He called for a comprehensive
Central American policy, including improv-
ed relations with Nicaragua. Hickey also
defended the church's role in Central
America, rejecting innuendo that it serves
Marxist interests. "We have something to say
and we do not believe it has been sufficiently
heeded... We are not confused by Marxist
ideology or strategy, " he said.

I appreciate the opportunity to
come before these two subcommittees
on behalf of the U.S. Catholic Con-
ference. The USCC is the public-policy
agency of the Catholic bishops of the

United States. I appeared before the
subcommittee on inter-American af-
fairs March 5, 198I, regarding the
topic we discuss today: U.S. policy
toward EI Salvador.

In November 1981 the uscr
adopted at its general meeting a policy
statement on Central America which
has served us well in the last two years.
Much has happened in Central
America since 198I. In order to review
the situation and assess the USCC
position, Archbishop John R. Roach,
president of our episcopal conference,
asked me to head a delegation of three
bishops on an eight-day trip to EI
Salvador, Nicaragua and Honduras.
The other two bishops were Ar-
chbishop Peter L. Gerety of Newark,
N.J., and Archbishop Patrick Flores
of San Antonio, Texas. We were in
Central America from Feb. 1-9. Ar-
chbishop Roach asked me to present
the USCC's position in these hearings
as a continuation of our participation
in the public debate on EI Salvador.

I. General Observations
Before addressing specific

questions, I will make some general
comments based on our brief but in-
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HICKEY - continued from front page
tensive ..isit. The dual purpose of the trip was
to expre~;ssolidarity wth our brother bishops in
each of rhe countries we visited and to consult
with them and with other people, both in the
church and the wider society. We arranged to
hours of meetings per day, including courtesy
calls on the government of each country, ap-
pointments at the U.S. embassy in each country
and meetings with the papal nuncios for the three
countrie~i. We had conversations with priests,
religious and laity in each country and we par-
ticularly tried to meet U.S. Catholic missionaries
serving in each co~ntry. I should note that we
made efforts when planning the trip to include
a visit to Guatemala. It was not possible to work
out the logistics. I will make four general obser-
vations ~,bout the three countries we vi3ited.

First, in every country visited we found
the Cat holic Church fulfilling its pastoral
ministry in a profoundly impressive manner.
This min istry is exercised in the midst of the most
trying circumstances of violence, poverty and
great human suffering. It is a ministry carried
on with very sparse resources, yet there is an in-
spiring, indeed heroic, spirit of hope and faith
at -all levels of the church.

The church's exerciseof a prophetic social
ministry, guided by the Puebla conference's
theme of a preferential option for the poor and
by a commitment to defend human rights, is the
basic rea;on for tension between the church and
governm~nts in Central America. Precisely
because of its defense of human dignity and
human rights the church is described by many
in Central America as a "subversive force."

A most recent and very disturbing
development in this process is the emergence of
sectarian churches called Protestant, but decided-
ly not representing the mainline Protestant chur-
ches. These sects are militantly anti-Catholic,
very con:;ervative politically and are welcomed
and cultivated by right-wing elements - in and
out of government - in El Salvador and Hon-
duras a!; a counterweight to the Catholic
Church's social witness. As Catholic bishops we
were particularly concerned about the fact that
much of the funding for these groups comes
from the United States.

A second pervasive theme of our visit was
the evidence we found of human rights violations
in all three countries. The situation varies in each
country, but significant restrictions on human
rights or direct assaults on the dignity of the per-
son were in evidence in each country visited. The
killing of thousands of innocent civilians in El
Salvador. the pervasive economic injustice in the
region, censorship and mistreatment of Miskito
Indians in Nicaragua are just examples of the
human rights problems. Human rights issues are
a concern of the church in each of-the three coun-
tries; they will continue to be a high priority for
the usce as we examine U.S. policy 10ward
Central America.

A IChirdreality which is vividly evident in
all three ,countries is the effects of war. In El
Salvador the daily devastation is manifested in
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large numbers of displaced persons. Since they
are within their own country, they are not en-
titled to refugee status and aid, yet they are vic-
tims of a struggle which grinds on relentlessly.
In Honduras one sees the results of war in the
neighboring countries; there are thousands of
refugees from EI Salvador, Guatemala and
Nicaragua. The threat of war is evident in the
military buildup along the Nicaraguan-
Honduran border. The military exercises spon-
sored by the United States occurred while we were
in Central America. In Nicaragua, the belief -
almost tangible because it is so strongly held -
that the United States is on a course of
destabilization has partially contributed to the
creation of a garrison-state mentality and at-
mosphere in a country which desperately needs
to US(~sca:"~ere:;curce~ in other 'Nays.

Fourth, the influence of U.S. policy on
each of the countries we visited and on the region
as a whole is profound and pervasive. We affect
each country differently, but we are part of the
fabric of daily life in all of Central America. It
was evident to the three of us in the delegation
that a distinct shift in U.S. policy toward the
region is needed. While I will discuss some
specific aspects of this below, here I will only say
that we need to be more convincing in our will-
ingness to support and foster political
democracy, social and economic justice and
human rights in Central America.

In light of these general characteristics,
I now wish to comment on U.S. policy toward
El Salvador and how that must be correlated with
U.S. policy toward the Central American region.
Briefly, a more effective Salvador policy will re-
quire a more perceptive regional policy.

II. U.S. Policy on EI Salvador
When I appeared before the subcommit-

tee on inter-American affairs in 1981, I began
my analysis of the situation in El Salvador by
emphasizing the value of a historical perspective
on the conflict. Since I believe this today just as
strongly as I did then, and since I think the point
I tried to make still is not sufficiently evident in
U.S. policy toward El Salvador, I repeat it again:

"My point is that long before there were
charges of outside intervention there was a strug-
gle on behalf of large numbers in El Salvador
for social, political and economic change. The
conflict has been over land, wages, the right to
organize and the issue of political participation.
To ignore this long struggle of a people for
justice, dignity and freedom is to misunderstand
the nature of the conflict today in El Salvador."

I repeat this point not only for continui-
ty and emphasis, but because it is the basic
message the church has to carry into the public
discussion on EI Salvador. The message is to
highlight the need for greater social justice and
equity in the internal life of the country. This re-
quires change that is directed to justice, to par-
ticipation by the people in the life of their na-
tion and to protection of fundamental freedoms.
These elements are a moral requirement and a
precondition for stable peace in El Salvador. This
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Twv officials of ;he
Reagan administration,
in remarks widely re-
ported in the press,
commented in the days
before Pope John Paul's
visit to Central America
about the role of the
church in Central Amer-
ica.

During a Senate
hearing, Secretary of
State George Shultz cri-
ticized "churchmen
who want to see So-
viet influence in £1
Salvador improved. ..
Vice President George
Bush said in a private
White House meeting
that he did not under-
stand how priests
could cooperate with
Marxists.

Those remarks by
administration offi-
cials drew a response
from two "U.s. church
leaders, including
Archbishop James Hic-
key of Washington, D.C.,
whose text appears
here, and Archbishop
John Roach of St. Paul
and Minneapolis, pres-
ident of the National
Conference of Catholic
Bishops, who wrote
a letter to President
Reagan about the
matter. (See the
following note.)
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