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Amo ut intelligam
I Love That I May Understand


Buenos Dias.  Good morning!  These are at least two of the ten total words I know in Spanish.   Bueno, Si?  Make that four.

And Happy Mother’s Day to all of the mothers here today.  

I remember it well.  The first moments of arrival in the Bajo Lempa region of El Salvador in Central America – meaning lower river region - in a small country, roughly the size of the state of Massachusetts and about a five and half hour non- stop flight from the Bay Area.  

A few days after spending some time in the capital city San Salvador, our delegation, including 10 Stanford students, traveled on a bus to a small, poor and resettled community near the Lempa River to be greeted enthusiastically by children, youth, women and men.  They made colorful signs that said Bienvenida– (be-en-veneeda) welcome!   As the initial energy quieted down I heard a small, probably 7 year old voice clearly speak above the din:  gringos!  he proclaimed.  It was at that moment, in this great pause, we, the visitors from the United States, and our Salvadoran hosts, stood still momentarily, facing one another in the hot dusty sun.  For me, I can testify that it was a moment I was stopped in my tracks.   What in the world am I doing here?  How did this happen?  I’ve never been to Central America, I don’t speak Spanish except for a handful of words, and my Irish-German descent makes me look like Casper the friendly ghost.  We traveled to this place along a dusty road all the while wondering, where are we headed?  And for what reason?  What difference does it make?

Two weeks ago we celebrated Easter here at Memorial Church.  The Christian gospel stories following the narratives of the crucifixion, death and resurrection of Jesus 

are weighted with a surplus of meaning.  Today’s from the 24th chapter of Luke is no exception.    A person named Cleopas and an unnamed other have left Jerusalem for Emmaus, a seven mile journey, and are conversing and discussing.  Their words and their hearts seem heavier than any supplies they might carry home from the annual Passover pilgrimage to their holy city, now a city of horrors.  They have heard that it is Easter from the women at the tomb, but as of yet they do not know it in the marrow of their own souls.   

Where are they headed?  Presumably they are headed back to fishing nets, tax offices, missed appointments and merciful routine.  They are on the road to what the poet T.S. Eliot simply called the human condition.  But on this road of broken dreams, the incognito Jesus joins their journey.  The embodiment of their expectations for liberation walks beside them.  The skillful storyteller in this gospel says that their eyes were kept from recognizing, but does not indicate the source of their blindness.  One of my sources points out that as it often happens in a well told story, the obscured details allow the text to serve as a mirror for its readers and allows us, even invites us to project our own interpretation onto the text; the gaps in a detailed narrative help us to locate our own reflection, our place on the road of heartbreak.  Did God restrain their vision?  Who among us have not felt blindsided in times of distress and wondered if even God can see what is around the bend?  Did their minds, through their narrative, or dare I say narrow, interpretation, prevent them from recognizing their role in the drama?   Is their eyesight made myopic by their self-absorbed misery?  Without a doubt, we can see our own reflection in any of these narrative mirrors.  The point is that a text like this bids us to look deeply at ourselves; the road leading away from the holy city is ours.  The soles of our shoes know the brokenhearted steps of a road away from an unrecognized resurrection, or in other words the rising life of God in the midst of us, of all there is about the human condition.



And what does this have to do with El Salvador?  More so, what does it have to do with Mother’s Day?  I’ll come back to the topic of mothers in a few moments.   Briefly, allow me to provide some context for you regarding El Salvador.  

Before our travel during spring break, students took a course during winter quarter called Liberation and the Struggle for Human Rights, taught by Professor Tom Sheehan in Religious Studies.  Our trip was the culmination of that class, and our reason for visiting El Salvador was not to render any kind of service project, but to immerse ourselves in the country and learn from the lives, history and experiences of Salvadorans.  One of the components of this class was Liberation Theology, which broadly speaking, is a theology of liberation that applies the message of the Christian gospel to call for freedom from all forms of human oppression:  social, economic, political, racial, sexual, environmental and religious.  Another aspect requires that the theology be truly indigenous, led by the people themselves.    This was indeed a popular movement in the context of a violent civil conflict for 12 years in El Salvador, from 1980-1992.    Many Salvadorans committed to this social message of the Gospel suffered terrible persecution; some of the most famous were Roman Catholic Archbishop Oscar Romero, assassinated in 1980, and six Jesuit priests killed in 1989, in addition to thousands of others who were tortured, disappeared and massacred over the course of this civil war, men, women and children.  Tragically, this was and is all part of the human condition.  

And so, this particular road took all of us on a journey, not only of heartbreak, but of profound witness in a poor country like El Salvador the secret drama of all of our lives – the dying and the rising – that is played out in such stark ways.  It is confronting realidad, or reality.  In these instances, it becomes apparent that God is indeed still working a revolution of love in the midst of suffering and death.  Further, we are able to experience a rising when we allow the dying to turn our world upside down.  Practical commitment, in other words, is vital to understanding.   The relationship between theory and practice deserves more attention than it usually 

receives in this case.  Understanding is more than observing and measuring.  Knowing engages the heart – and the hands and feet.  To know means to experience and thereby to know intimately, even to love.  While scientific observation and quantification is essential, it is not the only form of knowledge.  Amo ut intelligam (ahmo oot intelleegam) – I love that I may understand.  In other words, compassion should inform and focus study and research.  The point is not just to know the literature but to know the world and of course, to work to change it.

Professor Dean Brackley, who we had the privilege to hear from at the University of Central America in El Salvador says this:  “No one should graduate from a university without knowing how wealth and income are distributed in the country, how many African Americans live in poverty, or why so many homeless people roam the streets.”  He contends that in most places, university students come from the middle class (and in Stanford’s case a majority middle to upper class) and reflect the distortions and insights of the dominant culture, where students are interested in a job after college among other things.  But as Professor Brackley says, “as every good educator knows, the answers are worthless unless the learner has the questions.  The questions that count come from experience, especially from that experience of the other who shakes my world to its foundations.”   

Today at 5:00 in the CIRCLE (The Center for Interreligious Community, Learning and Experiences) on the 3rd floor of Old Union, you are invited to hear an account of this experience for our students, as they share through photos and spoken word what this particular journey meant to them, and how it may indeed have shaken their foundations.  Please come if you can and enjoy some authentic Salvadoran food with us as well.

 I promised I would come back to mothers.   



Like the wearied travelers and uncertain travelers on the road to Emmaus, we on that dusty road to the Lower Lempa region in El Salvador were unaware of the presence, of the embodiment of God in our midst.  It would be easy to dwell on the real and complex problems of our world, and more specifically of a country like El Salvador, still trying to recover from the horrors of years of a Civil War, economic and environmental distress.  When you move beyond the theory or the study of these realities, you can suddenly feel dwarfed by all of the needs you see right in front of you.   

Now almost six weeks since our return from El Salvador, what has remained with me the most are the images of the women we had the privilege to meet along the way.  

The response at the end of the gospel passage in Luke today was in essence, a return to remembering the small things.  Recall that the first thing Jesus did with the traveling companions was to bless and break bread, to share a meal together.  It was his way of not only revealing his identity, but of reminding us that in the small things there is power to redeem and restore, to heal and embolden, to nurture and sustain and to call human beings back to our best selves.

Over and over again, this is what we witnessed women in El Salvador embody.  The small things.  The breaking of bread was manifested in them giving us their best in the food they lovingly shared and prepared:  pepusas, tamales, frijoles – all from households who make less than 8.00 per day.  Yet they used what they have been given generously and openly.   In the midst of caring for their families and sustaining their community, they are deeply involved in working with non-profits in the region to provide leadership and clearly a way forward to improve not only the current circumstances in El Salvador, but to build hope and a future for generations to come.  I was so struck by their resilience, their faith and their spirit in the midst of it all.


Perhaps most vivid in my mind is the last evening we spent in the community at a service of worship.  The women led, they sang, they taught in a way that offered a window to spiritual practice in postmodernity.  Actions more than words, welcome more than self-protection provided the space where others could fearlessly enter and find themselves at home.  Sharing common meals and conversation through the days of our visit transgressed boundaries, language or otherwise, and allowed communion with God, who meets us whenever we gather at any table that provides self-giving welcome.  We were illuminated by a grace that transformed us and created a new sense of community.  We were in the midst of a holy and resonant embodiment of God.   Because of so much they had seen and known of the history of their country, and their people, these were women, I realized, that continue giving witness to the insurrection of life in the face of death, of compassion in the midst of hatred.  The story of their lives reveals the creative power of a shared life and that life, not death, will have the last word.

And so this Mother’s Day very poignantly finds me giving pause in gratefulness for mothers here, mothers no longer with us, mothers in El Salvador and everywhere that are persistent in remembering the small things.   The countless ways in which they embolden, nurture and sustain call all of us back to our best selves in the midst of often enormous and overwhelming circumstances.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Holy and Living God, on this day we give thanks for the women who gave us life; who rocked us, sang to us, bathed us, carried us in weary arms, and tended to our middle of the night alarms; who taught us, shielded us, and launched us toward selfhood; for the women who smiled on us with pride or encouragement; who delighted in just being with us.  Thank you for all the women who have mothered us and labored on our behalf.  Amen.
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