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The Radicalization of a Priest

“You are now ‘Joaquín’”

On December 29, 1974, a number of lay Catholic leaders from the parish 
of Tecoluca hiked quietly along a rough, steep path in the direction of the 
Cave of Tacuazín. This cavern once served as the headquarters of Anasta-
sio Aquino, the indigenous leader of the Nonualco people, who led a peas-
ant-Indian rebellion against the Salvadoran government in 1833. It is thus 
popularly known as the Cave of Anastasio Aquino. The Nonualcos resided 
in parts of the current departments of La Paz and San Vicente before the 
Spanish conquered Central America in the early 1500s. The Spanish, in clas-
sic colonial fashion, transformed the area’s economy to fit their needs. The 
colonists took Nonualco lands and eventually planted indigo, greatly de-
sired by “civilized” nations to make blue dyes. When independence from 
Spanish rule came in 1822, El Salvador, with the rest of Central America, 
became part of Mexico in the next year. By the following year, however, the 
countries of the isthmus formed the United Provinces of Central America. 
Aquino worked in an indigo plantation and raised an army in late 1833 to re-
sist policies that put peasants at economic risk. Aquino and his small army 
boldly took the city of Zacatecoluca and then marched into the city of San 
Vicente, meeting no resistance. Arriving at the church of Pilar, where many 
years later David Rodríguez would serve as parish priest, the indigenous 
leader proclaimed himself king of the Nonualcos. Eventually, the flustered 
government in San Salvador was able to raise an army and put down the 
rebellion. The Spaniards captured Aquino, condemned him to death, and 
executed him by firing squad. He has served as an icon of a revolutionary, 
insurgent spirit ever since.
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 Once they reached the summit of Tacuazín Hill, the lay Catholic leaders 
who were headed to the clandestine meeting could see the dramatic pan-
orama of the departments of La Paz and San Vicente. The Chinchontepec 
volcano was off to the northeast, while the Pacific Ocean spread out before 
them to the south. From here, Anastasio Aquino would have spied the re-
gion that he was attempting to reconquer. The group could see the entrance 
to the cave, about eighty feet high, only when they reached the very end of 
the steep climb. The participants entered the cave and began their stealthy 
encounter. Padre Rodríguez was among them, since lay leaders had invited 
him to say mass at the gathering. Some of these leaders were already mem-
bers of the FPL, so Rodríguez’s participation at this secret gathering signi-
fies his first direct participation with that group. It was to be a solemn and 
significant ceremony, precipitated by the government’s recent slaughter of 
several campesinos. Rodríguez recalls that someone implored at the meet-
ing, “The best way to avenge the death of the campesinos is to organize the 
people, to fight for changes in this country.” The Spanish verb luchar can 
mean an actual fight or more generally a struggle. However, at this point 
the word fight, without doubt, implied the use of violence. The group com-
mitted itself to unifying peasants in the Tecoluca parish under an organiza-
tion that would be called the Unión de Trabajadores del Campo Vincen-
tina (UTC-V; Union of Agricultural Workers of San Vicente), a group that 
would expand nationally, later be known simply as the UTC, and become 
closely linked with the FPL. In fact, from its inception the UTC-V was the 
creation of both religious leaders and FPL leaders.
 Padre Rodríguez’s participation in this gathering gave the occasion a 
strong religious dimension. In the ceremony, Rodríguez pointed out that 
the killing of campesinos was a violation against human rights and “against 
the image of God that was in them, the temple of the Holy Spirit.” One of 
the liberationist ideas that Rodríguez had internalized fully and promul-
gated forcefully was the notion that since God had made man in his image, 
any aggression or abuse against a human being was an affront to God. Thus, 
the killing of peasants represented a heinous and mortal sin. Rodríguez 
added that there was a need to “fight for liberation and for the unity of our 
communities.” He recalls: “It was a very important mass; very important 
for me; a commitment.” At this point the young priest was undoubtedly 
becoming involved in founding a popular, peasant organization, the UTC, 
with incipient ties to a politico-military organization, the FPL. This meet-
ing also constituted a revolutionary and “illegal” assembly, since Salvadoran 
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labor law prohibited peasants from forming political organizations. Never-
theless, Rodríguez states, “One of the most beautiful memories that I have 
in my life is the founding of the UTC in the cave of Anastasio Aquino, in 
the Hills of Tacuazín.”1

 In less than five years, Padre David Rodríguez experienced an awaken-
ing that transformed him from a traditional priest, who worked closely with 
his bishop, to a liberationist priest, who constantly butted heads with his 
bishop and tried to promote the interests of the poor. Now, however, he 
had rapidly radicalized and moved toward rebellion. He was by no means 
the first priest to join a rebel organization, since this is exactly what the fa-
mous Colombian priest Camilo Torres had done. Torres had uttered the 
phrase, “If Jesus were alive today, he would be a guerrilla.”2 How did Padre 
Rodríguez transform from a liberationist priest into a radical priest in such 
a short span of time?

Massacre at La Cayetana: The Introduction of Outrage

One day in November 1974, Bishop Aparicio received a brief communi-
qué from “informants”—most likely from the Fifth Brigade in San Vicente, 
the National Guard, or ORDEN—suggesting that Padre Rodríguez was 
involved in instigating rebellion and arming the campesinos. In this anony-
mous “report,” titled “Information from Tecoluca” and dated November 
22, 1974, “informants” are said to report that Rodríguez was involved in 
“political meetings” in various towns, that in the canton of La Cayetana 
he had “formed a group of armed men to which he was providing guerrilla 
training,” and that he often traveled to the University of San Miguel along 
with a “number of men” in his brother’s vehicle. The government and oli-
garchy considered the country’s national university system a breeding 
ground of Marxism and radicalism. The report details the number of meet-
ings that Rodríguez allegedly attended, noting when and in whose homes 
they took place, but nowhere does it identify what Rodríguez is actually 
doing, and the reference to an armed group simply says that it is “suspected 
that he has organized a group.”3 It is clear that this anonymous report sent 
to the bishop was meant to serve as a justification for the terrible event 
that was about to take place. Just one week later, on November 29, 1974, 
government soldiers killed six peasants at the small, isolated hamlet called 
La Cayetana, in the canton of León de Piedra, which lies at the eastern 
skirt of the San Vicente volcano.4 The anonymous report had charged that 
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Rodríguez was radicalizing the peasants in that hamlet. Rodríguez points 
out that this massacre was a “very important event” both for the parish of 
Tecoluca and for the nation, since it was “the first massacre of peasants” 
perpetrated as a reprisal for their political organization. He adds that the 
caserío of La Cayetana was “one of the first communities where the people 
became fully organized.”
 For years, the residents of La Cayetana had rented small plots of land 
within a coffee finca owned by the Angulo family to plant beans and corn. 
In 1972 the Angulo family decided to rent the finca to a military officer who 
wanted to plant cotton on the land. The campesinos in the first two years 
were not organized, so they accepted their fate. However, to plant cotton 
many trees were cut, cotton plants were sprayed with insecticides, and in 
1973 the new owner brought in his own laborers—soldiers—to do work 
that campesinos had been hired to do in the past. Owing to these changes, 
the campesinos lost access to land, their environment was made toxic, and 
they lost the paid work they were accustomed to having.
 The plight of the people of La Cayetana demonstrates how the campesino 
suffered in El Salvador, even at a time when some economic indicators sug-
gested that the country was doing quite well. In sum, their already difficult 
life was reaching a point of desperation. So, in 1974, the campesinos, ini-
tially led by Víctor Hernández, asserted themselves by trying to rent the 
land once more so they could plant their beans and corn. The campesinos 
decided to mark off some plots of land within the former coffee finca. They 
consulted Rodríguez, who suggested to them that they pay rent for the land 
as they had done in the past. The campesinos decided to establish a small 
commission, and in April 1974 the members went to the administrator to 
pay the rent. The administrator, however, refused to accept the money, so 
the campesinos kept the funds but said they would put it aside in reserves. 
They then decided to plant corn, which meant they took the bold step of 
removing the cotton plants in the areas they had demarcated.
 In November, six National Guardsmen arrived at La Cayetana to arrest 
Leoncio Hernández, Víctor Hernández’s brother. Some of the residents de-
flated the tires of their jeep, forcing the guardsmen to leave on foot without 
Leoncio. The guardsmen blurted angrily, “We will return.” A few days later, 
on November 29, three trucks with about sixty guardsmen and policemen 
and nine members of ORDEN, armed with rifles, grenades, tear gas, and a 
cannon, surrounded and entered La Cayetana. They proceeded to ransack 
houses, accuse people of rebellion, and steal money. They then captured a 
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number of men, forced them to take off their clothes, humiliated them, and 
said, “Let Padre David save you today. You are subversives, listening to that 
priest.” As the guardsmen tried to leave with the men they had arrested, the 
women of the town surrounded and hung on to the trucks. A few minutes 
later several men from the canton of León de Piedra arrived to confront the 
guardsmen. The men stood in front of the trucks to bar their progress. The 
guardsmen then fired, killing three campesinos. The remaining townspeo-
ple tried to hide in a nearby house, but the guardsmen hunted them down 
and killed three more men. They took the bodies of the deceased and also 
took the men they had arrested earlier.
 Padre Rodríguez, who was at the parish house in Tecoluca, received a 
frantic call letting him know what had transpired. He immediately con-
tacted the local authorities to determine where the captured men could be 
found. Rodríguez learned nothing from the authorities, and no one admit-
ted to having the arrested men in their custody. The captured men were 
eventually released, naked, and little by little they returned to their com-
munity. The bodies of the six dead men were eventually found in a state 
of decomposition on a small crest of a hill, near a dirt road. The men were 
buried there in a mass grave.
 The massacre at La Cayetana was a watershed event in which sev-
eral parties crossed the line: the government embraced repression, some 
campesinos embraced rebellion, and Rodríguez and other liberationist 
leaders began radicalize as they began to seriously consider how to deal 
with a government that killed Christians when they demanded their con-
stitutional and economic rights. Rodríguez remembers that after the massa-
cre, “the situation became tense and demonstrations occurred in Tecoluca 
and other communities . . . denouncing the government, denouncing the 
Guard.” The massacre received extensive national attention. The Legislative 
Assembly debated the horrible incident, with the PDC calling for an inves-
tigation. Even Bishop Aparicio issued a protest, writing a short, telegram-
style note to the assembly that stated: “bloody, barbarous events Tecoluca, 
with unequivocal signs religious persecution iron curtain style . . . profound 
bitterness . . . energetic protest.”5 The MNR issued a prescient statement 
on December 6, saying that “the governmental violence could provoke a 
bloodbath in El Salvador.”6 Rodríguez points out that instead of putting out 
the fire by terrifying the people of the region, the massacre created intense 
“indignation” and generated “greater opportunity to organize people.” The 
popular mobilization that the liberationists and other groups had already 




