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Despite the blows so big of the crisis that I am living,  

I know that I am going to attain the victory sowing peace.   

I am not going to quit the struggle,  

peace is so beautiful,  

I invite you my brother, take my hand and live in peace. 

 

Chorus: 

Cultivate peace and love in our El Salvador,  

Forget guns, drugs, the abundant violence -  

Let peace be present. 

Cultivate peace and love in our El Salvador,  

Let peace be present in our dear homeland. 

 

Mothers that cry because their children do not return, 

Fathers that are tired from searching so long,   

Life is so beautiful,  

Give to the world many smiles, 

Despite the blows so great,  

Life is so beautiful – like the stars and like my country. 

 

Edwin Amilear Ascensio Rodriguez wrote this song and sang it for us while playing the guitar 

when we visited one of El Salvador’s nineteen prisons.  A frail looking young man, incarcerated 

at Santa Anna prison, he quickly wrote the words of his song on the page of a notebook with a 

borrowed pen, his gnarly fingers 

moving quickly yet with great effort 

and me wondering if his gnarly fingers 

had been broken, and when, and where.  

When I asked Edwin if he would sing 

the chorus for me again so that I could 

imbed the melody in memory he did so, 

however, each time he sang “peace” 

and “love” he would stop singing and 

point to each of us.  Peace and 

love…this is what was important.   

 

Santa Anna prison was only one of the 

ministries, and only one of the prisons,  

visited when I journeyed with my wife, 

Cathy, and with last minute travel companions, Gail (Pastor Brian Rude’s sister) and Phil Berg, 

from Grace Lutheran, Bentley, to El Salvador, July 26-August 1. 



Since the creation of our Synod’s new mission, En Misión Con El Salvador: In Mission with El 

Salvador, with Rev. Brian Rude serving as program staff, I have felt the pull, the desire, to 

experience for myself the ministries which Brian is involved in and to meet the people whom 

Brian is ministering alongside.  Pastor Brian has a large and extended community to which he 

has accompanied over many years in a variety of settings and contexts and our time, though 

brief, gave an overarching perspective on his current ministry and his ministry over these many 

years.  

 

Our journey provided numerous opportunities to connect with Lutheran congregations which 

Pastor Brian has been related to and ministered from, including Hosanna Lutheran, Edmonton’s 

partner congregation at San Miguel, Divine Redeemer. 

 

Our first evening we were invited to worship 

with and to celebrate three baptisms at Iglesia 

Luterana Apóstoles de Cristo in San Salvador.  

The sanctuary was filled to overflowing.  Clergy 

couple, Norma and Rafael, were gracious hosts 

as was the congregation.  During the baptisms I 

noticed that 

the father of 

one of the 

children was 

very 

emotional 

and appeared to be struggling to hold himself together.  

Following worship I asked about him and shared what I had 

observed, and then was able to have a conversation with him.  

His wife, the mother of the newly baptized, had died in 

childbirth and he was grieving.  I grieved too – for him, and 

for his son.  

 

I was invited to preside at the Eucharist table, with stole 

provided, a great honor and one which was extended to me at 

several of the congregations. 

 

Later we sat and enjoyed the gift of live music 

in the backyard oasis at Pastor Brian’s home.  

Such a variety of instruments and sounds!  And 

a delicious meal prepared by a friend of Pastor 

Brian’s.   Brian’s home is open to students 

studying in San Salvador, to former orphans he 

worked with at Fe Esperanza, and to a man 

dying from hemophilia and who needs to be 

closer to the hospital though a bed in 

emergency is an impossibility for him and a 

great many others due to a lack of space and 



equipment.  The door to his home is open and his welcome large and gracious though a shower is 

not available (at least under the shower nozzle) except when running water is available, most 

days between 5 am and 11 am. 

 

Early Sunday morning, and I mean early, we set 

out for a three hour journey with a few 

Salvadoran friends to San Miguel and Hosanna, 

Edmonton’s partner congregation, El Divino 

Redentor.  There we worshipped with Pastor 

Belinda and her family, greetings were shared 

including a letter from the Hosanna 

congregation, gifts exchanged, I presided at the 

Eucharist, and following worship a special 

program was shared by the children, then youth 

and then the women of the congregation.  A 

refreshing coconut drink helped to cool us in  

 

the heat of the morning and we shared lunch and 

conversation prepared by Pastor Belinda’s family. 

 

From San Miguel we journeyed with Pastor 

Belinda and family for an hour to another 

congregation, Good Shepherd, near the base of a 

volcano, where we made a home visit following a  

 

walking tour of the community, celebrated a 

corn harvest festival, a special program 

including an incredible solo dance, piñata for 

the children, and much conversation.  We also  

 

 

heard the incredible story of Pastor Belinda’s  

father, Pastor David’s, kidnapping and murder.  

There was much to think about as we bid 

farewell and journeyed back to San Salvador in 

the darkness of night and the quietness within 

the van. 

 



Monday morning, July 29, we again rose early 

and traveled to Resurrection Lutheran Church 

which is where the national office of the 

Lutheran Church is located.  We met with 

Bishop Medardo Gomez (who visited our 

Synod some years ago) and several members of 

the national staff prior to the Monday morning 

worship service for all national staff, catechists, 

evangelists, pastors and missionaries, at least 

those who could make it.  This weekly 

gathering provides opportunity for worship, 

prayer, communications and support.  I had 

been asked to prepare a sermon to share with 

those who gathered for this “staff worship”, I was 

thinking 10 or so, consequently I was more than 

surprised by the numbers of people at worship.  I also 

shared in the distribution of communion. 

 

This was the church where Pastor Brian was arrested 

some years ago, along with other staff, and where the 

“subversive cross” was also taken with them.  An 

emotional setting and context for us all. 

 

Following worship we gathered with Bishop Gomez 

and the coordinating staff and shared of each other’s 

ministries, gifts were presented and received, and  

conversation continued related to possible Companion 

Synod partnership. I was invited to speak to a group 

preparing to serve as catechists and did so with Gail, 

who is a graduate of our Synod’s Lay Pastoral 

Assistant’s Program, which is very similar to the 

catechists program. 

 

Currently there are 111 catechists, 14 

evangelists, 52 pastors and 3 missionaries 

(including Pastor Brian Rude) and the Lutheran 

Church in El Salvador has 35 partner 

relationships in Germany, Finland and 3 synods 

of the ELCA. 

 

During our time in El Salvador we also visited 

the offices of CRISPAZ and met with its 

Director, Francisco, who shared with us of this 

ministry and of his families own journey and 

experience of injustice, reconciliation and work 

towards peace.  I was very impressed by the 



ministry offered through CRISPAZ in educating individuals and groups about peace and justice 

issues and about El Salvador.  We learned that this is the ministry that Luther College, Regina 

has traveled to El Salvador with and that Pastor Brian serves on the CRISPAZ Board of 

Directors.  We then visited Shicali, a ministry with handicapped youth and adults, which creates, 

markets and sells beautiful pottery. 

 

While in El Salvador we visited the chapel 

where Archbishop Oscar Romero was killed 

and his small apartment which is now a 

museum.  The collection of his few personal 

belongings, photos, stories, including the 

clerical shirt, alb, stole and chasuble he was 

wearing when he was shot (and which haven’t 

been washed) was incredibly moving.  We also 

briefly visited his burial vault beneath the 

cathedral in El Salvador.  

 

A significant part of our experience in El 

Salvador were the visits to prisons.  Tuesday, July 30, we journeyed to Sen Suntepeque prison 

some two and a half hours from San Salvador.  We met with Brenda and Michael who work in 

this prison particularly around HIV awareness.  None of us were quite sure what to expect and 

after security checks including a pat down 

by a masked guard for the men (only his 

eyes could be seen so that the prisoners 

could not identify any of the guards) we 

entered the women’s section.   

 

Approximately 25 women met with us.  

Sitting in a circle introductions were made.  

I noted that all of the women were from 

far away communities and asked if they 

were able to receive family visits.  They 

said yes, however, no family came since 

they couldn’t afford the journey.  The 

women are permitted to keep their 

children with them until they reach the age of five when the children are sent to family members.  

No conjugal visits are allowed, however, two of the women shared that they were 

pregnant…immaculate conception?  The day prior to our visit these women had graduated from 

their HIV awareness program and they had collected some of their life stories into a 

book…which I am looking forward to reading (and weeping through) when I receive a copy. 

 

We learned the story of one woman who left home before she was 13 because of sexual abuse by 

her stepfather.  She became a gang member and prostitute at age 13 and her arms were covered 

with tattoos.  When she returned home later in life her mother and stepfather physically 

restrained her and removed the skin from one arm with a heated machete and the skin of her 

other arm with an iron.  She had left home and would never return she said. 



Such incredible heartache, suffering, loneliness, shared I am sure by each of these women some 

of whom were incarcerated simply because they were alleged to have a connection with gang 

member (which may or may not be the case). 

 

From the women’s section we journeyed to visit with some of the men, approximately 40-50, 

who were involved in various programs, such as HIV awareness, and masculinity awareness 

(what it means to be a man in society).  The men were very open with us about their lives, their 

length of incarceration, their sexuality, the importance of these programs for them, and health 

issues with many of them living with AIDS.   

 

I was particularly moved by one individual who 

expressed thanks on behalf of the men for our 

presence and who invited us to return February 

14 next year to celebrate with him his final day 

in prison. 

 

So much pain, and yet as Phil expressed, you 

can see the hope in their eyes, and through their 

responses to questions and in conversation. 

 

The next morning we were off to the prison at 

Santa Anna where we met with 25-30 men in 

an education classroom setting.  The men began 

by singing a song with beautiful voices.  And then Edwin sang for us. 

 

Our conversation was very intense as the men knew we were coming and had prepared for our 

visit.  Many of the questions related to prisons in Canada and to Human Rights issues. 

 

One of the men was imprisoned at age 18 and was now 40 years old with 8 more years to serve 

in prison.  He was active in the prison as a coach and referee for various sports and asked if we 

might bring a basketball team from Canada to 

play the prison team next time we came.   

 

After a snack shared by all the conversation 

continued and we heard of the peace accord 

between the two major rival gangs in 2012…a 

truce within the prison system...with resulted in 

many weapons being voluntarily turned in.  This 

has been very effective in curtailing violence 

among the gang member inmates and has led to 

meaningful conversation and work together 

regarding Human Rights.  One of the inmates 

shared in response to our question about the 

truce’s effectiveness that since the truce (over a 

year now) there has not been one fight in that prison.  Amazing given the harsh reality of 

overcrowding and history between the gangs and gang members. 



Our plans quickly changed as we were on our 

way to visit at the next prison when the 

vehicle we were riding in had mechanical 

issues which necessitated a tow back to San 

Salvador (with Gail and Pastor Brian in the 

tow truck cab) and a bus and then taxi ride 

for Phil, Cathy, Jesus (our Salvadoran friend) 

and me.  Another adventure! 

 

Our journey to El Salvador was for me about 

experiencing the ministries which Pastor 

Brian is involved in and to meet the people 

whom Brian is ministering alongside.  

However, I came away with more than I ever 

could have imagined. I learned valuable lessons through the examples that I witnessed. A father 

in his grief over the death of his wife taught me about grieving among the community of faith.  A 

Salvadoran pastor taught me the meaning of being truly thankful for what I have. Children and 

congregations inspired me to laugh and dance despite adversity. Prisoners showed me the 

meaning of hospitality. The Lutheran Church inspired me through the scarce reality of the reality 

of the abundance of God.  And a group of women 

prisoners demonstrated in words and smiles that with 

God, all things are possible. 

 

And I continue to give thanks to God for the ministry of 

Pastor Brian who works alongside the people of El 

Salvador.  His ministry of accompaniment and presence 

(which we heard of many times from the laity of 

congregations, Lutheran pastors, partnership ministry 

staff such as CRISPAZ,  prison staff, and Bishop 

Gomez) is one meaningful to the people and to the 

Lutheran Church. 

 

I will let Edwin’s song, his prayer, have the final word: 

Cultivate peace and love in our El Salvador,  

Forget guns, drugs, the abundant violence -  

Let peace be present. 

Cultivate peace and love in our El Salvador,  

Let peace be present in our dear homeland. 

 

  

 

 


