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     THE CASE OF THE JESUITS 

   Justice follows a twisted path from the boiling up of criminal intent, 
to the act of violence, through a thicket of impunity, emerging into a 
small clearing of truth, and then venturing off again to more obscure 
destinations of accountability, deterrence, and reconciliation. On a 
cool November day in 2009, inside the National Court Building in 
Madrid, Spain, American researcher Kate Doyle explained to Spanish 
judge Eloy Velasco how declassifi ed U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) documents linked former Salvadoran President Alfredo 
Cristiani and fourteen members of his high command to the murders 
of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, and the housekeeper’s sixteen-
year-old daughter. Ms. Doyle was an expert witness called by the San 
Francisco-based Center for Justice and Accountability (CJA) to sup-
port its effort to convince Judge Velasco to open a criminal case against 
Cristiani and his offi cers for murders committed twenty years earlier 
in El Salvador  . 

 How U.S. lawyers and witnesses found themselves in Madrid 
thousands of miles and twenty years removed from the murders in El 
Salvador is the story of legal justice. This justice must be understood 
for what it is – a process – and not just a result. It does not stop with 
the denial, amnesty law, or pardon. It is not encompassed in the guilty 
verdict, prison sentence, or truth commission report. Legal justice is 
the  process  that can lead to those results, and it is the  process  that follows 
them. Revealing the truth, increasingly through original documents 
like the intelligence communiqu é s upon which the story of the Jesuits 

        1      BUILDING JUSTICE FROM TRUTH – 

THE PROCESS BEGINS     
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2 Seeking Human Rights Justice in Latin America

in this chapter is based, catalyzes this process. Justice is the process 
that can overthrow the cycle of violence and must, if it is to be mean-
ingful, restore at least a measure of human dignity. 

   “Kill Father Ellacur í a and leave no witnesses.” Colonel Emilio 
Ponce gave this order at a secret meeting of military commanders on 
November 15, 1989.  1   As a prominent Jesuit priest, philosopher, and 
author and the rector of the Central American University (UCA), 
Father Ellacur í a played a crucial role in El Salvador’s peace process. At 
a peace march just eight months earlier, he had spoken to the crowds, 
telling them, “We need to work for peace from the perspective of the 
suffering of the orphans and widows, and the tragedy of the assassi-
nated and disappeared  .”  2   

 Ellacur í a formed a link between members of the Farabundo Mart í  
National Liberation Front (FMLN) rebels and the government. 
According to a secret cable from the CIA in El Salvador obtained 
by a U.S. nongovernmental organization (NGO) called the National 
Security Archive, six weeks before November 15 the FMLN had asked 
Ellacur í a to arrange negotiations between its representatives and mem-
bers of the El Salvadoran military (see  Figure 1.1 ).  3   He had approved 
of the “fi ve friends” who would represent the FMLN and had con-
tacted military offi cials seeking representatives. On November 15, the 
day Colonel Ponce gave the order to have Ellacur í a killed, Ellacur í a 
had reported to the FMLN that “arrangements seemed to be going 
well.”  4   Because they were coming days after the FMLN had launched 
a major offensive on San Salvador, the negotiations were urgent. One 
of the FMLN demands noted by the CIA cable was the removal from 
leadership positions of members of the Salvadoran military who were 
part of the Tandona class in military college. Colonel Ponce had grad-
uated fi rst in the Tandona class. 

     1         UN Security Council   , Annex,  From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year War in El Salvador: Report 
of the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador , S/25500,  1993 , 5–8. IV, B, 1 .  

     2     Roger S. Gottlieb,  Liberating Faith: Religious Voices for Justice, Peace, and Ecological Wisdom  
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefi eld Publishers, Inc.), 229.  

     3     Central Intelligence Agency, Secret Cable, Murder of Father Ignacio Ellacur í a, document 
obtained by the National Security Archive,  El Salvador: War, Peace, and Human Rights, 
1980–1994 .  

     4      Ibid .  
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Building Justice from Truth 3

   Three hours after Colonel Ponce gave the order to kill Father 
Ellacur í a, Colonel Guillermo Alfredo Benavides called his offi cers 
together to explain that Ponce had given them special orders to deal 
with the FMLN offensive. Benavides told them that they were charged 
with eliminating known subversive elements, including Father Ellacur í a. 
According to a secret cable from the U.S. ambassador in El Salvador, 
William Walker, to Bernard Aronson at the U.S. State Department, 
Benavides told his men that Ellacur í a “was one of them and he must 
die” ( Figure 1.2 ).  5   “It’s either them or us,” Benavides said. He asked 
his offi cers if any of them objected to the order.  6   No one spoke up at 
that time.  7   

   Major Hern á ndez Barahona had quickly organized the operation. 
Lieutenant Jos é  Ricardo Espinoza Guerra was selected to command 
troops from the U.S.-trained Atlacatl Battalion. According to Walker’s 
cable, Espinoza “balked at the command,” but Benavides told him, 
“This is an order and you will do it.”  8   “It’s either them or us,” he 
explained again. “They have been bleeding our country and we must 
break them.”  9   To make sure, Benavides sent Lieutenant Yusshy Ren é  
Mendoza Vallecillos, who, according to Walker, Benavides trusted to 
see the order carried out.  10   Both lieutenants were Tandona graduates. 
Benavides and his offi cers planned to blame the FMLN for the mur-
ders. They decided not to use their regulation fi rearms and instead 
armed Private Mariano Amaya Grimaldi with an AK-47 captured 
from the FMLN. Amaya remembered being told he was going “to kill 
some delinquent terrorists.” Lieutenant Mendoza told him, “you are 
the key man  .”  11   

     5     U.S. Department of State, Secret Cable from Ambassador William G. Walker to Bernard 
Aronson, January 26, 1990, document obtained by the National Security Archive,  El 
Salvador: War, Peace, and Human Rights, 1980–1994 .  http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nsa/
publications/elsalvador2/ .  

     6     Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, “The ‘Jesuit Case,’ The Jury Trial (La Vista 
Publica),” September 1991, 15.  

     7      From Madness to Hope . See also Inter-American Commission for Human Rights,  Ellacur í a, 
S. J. y Otros v. El Salvador , Case 10.488, Report N° 136/99, OEA/Ser.L/V/II.106 Doc. 3 
rev. at 608 (1999).  

     8     Walker to Baronson, January 26, 1990.  
     9      Ibid .  
     10      Ibid .  
     11     Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, “The ‘Jesuit Case,’” 16.  
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4 Seeking Human Rights Justice in Latin America

   The lieutenants led members of the Atlacatl Battalion to the UCA. 
After posting a perimeter defense, eight soldiers, including Lieutenants 
Mendoza and Espinoza, approached the south gate of the university 
near the Pastoral Centre, the residence of the Jesuit priests. The noise 
awakened Father Ellacur í a and he opened the door and let the soldiers 
in. They quickly roused four other priests and ordered them into the 
garden. Father Joaqu í n L ó pez y L ó pez hid in one of the adjoining 
rooms  . 

   Five of the six Jesuit priests at the UCA Pastoral Centre were born 
in Spain. They were scholars and human rights advocates. Father 
Segundo Montes founded and directed the UCA Human Rights 
Institute and he gained international notoriety for his work for refugees 
in the Americas. For example, he worked closely with Massachusetts 
congressman Joe Moakley to help Salvadoran refugees in the United 
States. Father Montes’s fi rst teaching job was at a school that served 
the children of El Salvador’s elite classes. One of his students was Jos é  
Ricardo Espinoza Guerra, who grew up to be Lieutenant Espinoza  .  12   

   Father Amando L ó pez, a philosophy professor, was known for 
his work with the poor and suffering. In 1975 he was in Managua, 
Nicaragua, at the Central American University, as President Anastasio 
Somosa struggled to hold on to power. When President Somosa’s 
forces began bombing civilians, Father L ó pez opened the campus to 
poor families fl eeing the violence. In El Salvador he pastored a church 
in a poor community on the outskirts of San Salvador  .  13   

   Father Ignacio Mart í n-Bar ó  was a social psychologist and philoso-
phy professor who became dean of students and chair of the psychol-
ogy department at UCA. He called his sister, Alicia Mart í n-Bar ó , who 
lived in Spain, the night of November 15. Ms. Mart í n-Bar ó  asked her 
brother about the crisis in El Salvador and when it would improve. 
She remembered her brother telling her, “Oh, many people have to die 
before that happens  .”  14   

   Like his peers, Father Juan Ramon Moreno was an accomplished 
academic whose work was inspired by liberation theology. An architect 

     12     Center for Justice and Accountability, The Jesuits Case, The Victims.  http://cja.org/article.
php?list=type&type=116  (last accessed June 1, 2010).  

     13      Ibid .  
     14      Ibid .  
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Building Justice from Truth 5

of liberation theology, Father Ellacur í a often talked about bringing the 
suffering people of Latin America “down from the cross.”  15   The only 
El Salvadoran-born priest in the Centre that night was Father Joaqu í n 
L ó pez y L ó pez. He founded the Fe y Alegria (Faith and Joy) organi-
zation, which opened thirty educational centers in El Salvador. The 
centers educated marginalized communities across the country, and 
almost fi fty thousand people had received vocational training through 
Fe y Alegria  . 

 On November 16, Father Ellacur í a let the soldiers into the priests’ 
living quarters, the Pastoral Centre, because he recognized the two 
lieutenants. They had conducted a search of the Centre three nights 
before, claiming to be looking for FMLN insurgents. It now seems 
likely that they were conducting reconnaissance for a later attack on 
the Jesuits. Ellacur í a’s fellow priests were already awake and partially 
dressed when the soldiers came in.   Father Mart í n-Bar ó  was angry and 
protested loudly that “this is unjust,” calling the soldiers carrion.  16   
Witnesses claimed they heard shouting coming from the Centre. One 
bystander said she heard voices whispering in unison – as if in prayer  . 

   Once in the garden, the lieutenants ordered the priests to lie face 
down in the grass. Lieutenant Espinoza ordered his men to shoot 
and kill the priests, “Apurense. Delen.” (“Finish them off. Give it to 
them.”)  17   Private Amaya shot and killed Fathers Ellacur í a, Mart í n-
Bar ó , and Montes.  18   Deputy Sergeant Antonio Ramiro Avalos Vargas 
shot and killed Fathers L ó pez and Moreno.  19   Jolted by the shots, 
Father L ó pez y L ó pez, still hiding inside, jerked and gave himself away. 
Corporal Angel P é rez V á squez and other soldiers tracked him down 
and killed him. 

 The soldiers then searched the other rooms in the residence 
and found Julia Elva Ramos, who worked at the Centre, and her 

     15         Jon   Sobrino   , “Ignacio Ellacur í a, The Human Being and the Christian: Taking the Crucifi ed 
People down from the Cross,” in  Love That Produces Hope: The Thought of Ignacio Ellacur í a , 
   Mar í a Pilar   Aquino   ,    Robert Anthony   Lassalle-Klein   , eds. ( Collegeville, MD :  Liturgical 
Press ,  2006 ), 8 .  

     16     Walker to Baronson, January 26, 1990.  
     17      From Madness to Hope ; Walker to Baronson, January 26, 1990. The cable quotes Lt. 

Espinoza as stating “Apurense! Delen.”  
     18      From Madness to Hope .  
     19      Ibid .  
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6 Seeking Human Rights Justice in Latin America

 sixteen-year-old daughter, Celina Mariceth Ramos. Deputy Sergeant 
Tom á s Zarpate Castillo shot them both, then Private Jos é  Alberto 
Sierra Ascencio shot them again.  20   Zarpate shot them until he was sure 
they were dead because “they no longer groaned.”  21   Julia Elva Ramos’s 
body was found wrapped around her daughter’s; she had tried to shield 
her from the bullets  .  22   

 As they left the residence, the troops fi red their weapons into the 
walls, threw grenades, and launched rockets to give the impression 
of an FMLN attack. Father Ellacur í a was believed to be in danger of 
attack by hard-line FMLN members because of his criticism of its 
attacks against civilians. A secret cable from Ambassador Walker to the 
U.S. secretary of state on the day of the murders stated:

  It is plausible that extremists on either the right or left may be 
responsible for the murders. Ellacur í a, a leading leftist intellectual 
who often sympathized with FMLN positions . . . would be a target 
for right wing extremists. . . . However . . . FMLN extremists may 
have murdered Ellacur í a et al. in order to salvage their hoped-for 
popular uprising.  23    

 The government troops sought to blame the FMLN for the massa-
cre and thereby turn public opinion against the FMLN during their 
offensive. On a piece of cardboard left at the Centre they wrote, 
“FMLN executed those who informed on it. Victory or death, 
FMLN.”  24             

   The murder of the Jesuit priests, Julia Elva Ramos, and Celina 
Mariceth Ramos was shocking even in the context of the extreme 
violence that characterized El Salvador’s civil war. Like the assassina-
tion of Archbishop  Ó scar Romero in 1980, the massacre of the Jesuits 
attacked the church itself, and, in Father Ellacur í a, a prominent voice 
for the poor and an indispensible player in the peace process. Like 

     20      Ibid .; Walker to Baronson, January 26, 1990.  
     21     Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, “The ‘Jesuit Case,’” 16.  
     22     Center for Justice and Accountability, The Jesuits Case, The Victims.  
     23     U.S. Department of State, Secret Cable from Ambassador William G. Walker to George 

P. Shultz, November 16, 1989, document obtained by the National Security Archive,  El 
Salvador: War, Peace, and Human Rights, 1980–1994 .  

     24      From Madness to Hope ; Documents obtained by the National Security Archive,  El Salvador: 
War, Peace, and Human Rights, 1980–1994 .  
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Building Justice from Truth 7

 Figure 1.1.      Central Intelligence Agency Secret Cable on the Murder of 
Father Ignacio Ellacuria.  
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8 Seeking Human Rights Justice in Latin America

    

 Figure 1.2.      Cable from the U.S. Ambassador in El Salvador, William 
Walker, to Bernard Aronson at the U.S. State Department.  
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Building Justice from Truth 9

Figure 1.2. (continued)
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10 Seeking Human Rights Justice in Latin America

Figure 1.2. (continued)
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