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AdamKealoha Causey Associated Press

OKARCHE, Okla. — Few religious pil-
grimages lead down a dusty, unpaved Okla-
homa road past grazing horses, metal barns
and toweringwind turbines in the distance.
But the unusual destination of this 2,000-

mile trek from Central America to a farm-
house outside a one-stoplight town seems
an appropriate honor for the Rev. Stanley
Rother, a martyred Roman Catholic priest
celebrated for his unassuming nature and
hardwork.
Rother was beatified Saturday at Mass in

Oklahoma City, moving him one step closer
to possible sainthood. Thousands of people
attended the ceremony at a downtown con-
vention center to honor the church’s first
U.S.-born martyr and the first priest from
the United States to be beatified. The beati-
fication ceremony—which included hymns
sung in English, Spanish, Vietnamese and
Comanche— is only the second ever held in
theU.S.
The native of Okarche was a 46-year-old

missionary inGuatemalawhenhewas killed
in 1981, one of several priests slain during
the country’s civil war between a right-wing
dictatorship and liberal guerrillas.His name
first appeared on a death list, and then he
was shot to death in hismission.
Juan Pablo Ixbalan made the journey

from Guatemala with his fellow parish-
ioners and church leaders to Rother’s child-
hood home. Setting foot in the house where
Rother was born moved Ixbalan to tears, he
said, and further sealed an inseparable con-
nection.

‘THE BOND OF BROTHERHOOD’
“I feel like his brother — that we lived

together, that we share the bond of broth-
erhood,” Ixbalan said in Tzutuhil, which is
spoken by a subgroup of Mayans, through
an interpreter. “He became one of us. He
learned the language.”
Ixbalan, 63, was a young teen when he

first met Rother at his church in Santiago
Atitlan, situated on a lakeshore between
two volcanoes in the Guatemalan highlands
where he grew up.
Rother started a radio station, worked

alongside farmers and pushed for locals to
make and sell knitted clothing. In helping
translate theNewTestament, Rother is cred-
ited with helping start the written form of
Tzutuhil.
Language wasn’t always Rother’s strong

suit. Early on in seminary, he got “Cs” and
“Ds,” respectively, in Latin and English.
Family lore tells that when Rother told his
father he was going to become a priest, the
elder Rother joked that he shouldn’t have
avoided Latin in high school.
But farm work came easily, and it served

the eldest of the five Rother children well in
Guatemala. He helped install an irrigation
system and brought in crops such as wheat
and soybeans, dissuading farmers from
using chemicals. He brought in tractors to
till the land and repaired vehicleswhen they
broke down.
Rother was born in 1935, a descendent of

German immigrants who homesteaded on

the outskirts of Okarche, about 40 miles
northwest of Oklahoma City. While much
of the state remains largely protestant,
Okarche — population 1,300 — has held to
its Catholic heritage. It’s still home to the
Holy Trinity Church and school Rother
attended.
Although the beatification ceremony

was in Oklahoma City, it’s been felt in Roth-
er’s hometown. The delegation from Gua-
temala stopped for lunch at Esichen’s Bar,
which bills itself asOklahoma’s oldestwater-
ing hole, but is best known for selling whole
fried chickens.

LOCAL PRIDE
Julie Kroener’s family has owned the

Okarche establishment for five generations.
She was a child when Rother died, but grew
up respecting him and his family.
“This is a huge deal, and it’s an amazing

thing to experience,” Kroene said Friday,
just after the lunch rush. “It gives you a sense
of pride knowing that somebody like that
comes from such a simple town.”
The Archdiocese of Oklahoma City, a

sponsor of Rother’s mission to Guatemala,

opened his cause for beatification in 2007.
Pope Francis declared Rother a martyr in
December, and beatification is a step closer
to potential sainthood. Francis, the first
Latin American head of the church, has said

priests killed during the region’s right-wing
dictatorships died out of hatred for their
faith.
Regular candidates for beatification need

a Vatican-certified miracle attributed to
their intercession, but the church makes an
exception for martyrs. A miracle is still nec-
essary to be declared a saint.
Writer Maria Ruiz Scaperlanda wrote a

2015 biography of Rother and helped submit
paperwork that could lead to his sainthood.
She said Rother’s life became extraordinary
because of his compassion and ability to
help people carry on the everyday activities
of life.
“This guy could fix the tractors. He could

work the land,” she said. “I love that he’s
from Okarche, Oklahoma. It doesn’t get bet-
ter than that.”
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Last week, the Jewish community cel-
ebrated RoshHashanah, the JewishNew
Year. Muslims also follow a lunar calen-
dar and last weekwas the beginning of the
month ofMuharram, the firstmonth in the
lunar Islamic year. The Jewish year 5778
began at sundown Sept. 20, with the new
moon in the sky.
The holiday ushers in a 10-day period

used by Jews for intense introspection and
looking back over the past year to see where
we may have erred and strayed from being
and doing our best. We ask our friends and
neighbors for forgiveness for oversights and
intentional slightswemayhavedone in their
presence or negative comments against
them. We resolve not to repeat themistakes
of the past year, nor to commit other more
drastic ones. We also commune with God
and ask for forgiveness, and make an effort
to sincerely repent and be better people.
On the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur),

which begins at sundown on Friday, we try
to be at one with God, praying that ulti-
mately we are forgiven for our deeds against
himand that our neighbors forgive us for our
transgressions against them. We end this
most solemn of days in the Jewish year with
a special evening service on Saturday night

in which we celebrate receipt of God’smercy
and forgiveness, intoning seven times the
phrase, “The LORD, He is our God,” (taken
from 1 Kings 18:39) followed by the trium-
phal blast of the shofar, or ram’s horn, that
marks the endof this short timeof reflection.

A TIME OF REFLECTION
Many Jews today enter the introspec-

tive period at the beginning of the previous
Hebrew month, Elul, giving them a 40-day
period for reflective thought. Asmany read-
ers are aware, the number 40 in biblical nar-
rative represents a number of significant
events: the days of rain in the flood; the days
of Moses’ stays on Mt. Sinai; the number of
days the spies spent scouting out the land,
leading to the 40 years of wanderings in the
desert by the Israelites; and the number of
days Jesus spent in the wilderness resisting
the temptations of Satan.
Thus this Jewish self-reflection period is

the same length as Lent in the Christian tra-
dition. In the latemedieval period, the num-
ber of days ofmandatory isolation of foreign

ships in port cities in an attempt to ward
off outbreaks of the Black Death was based
strictly upon Biblical frequency. Today’s
medical term “quarantine” comes from the
40-day period that was eventually selected
(from the French quarant).
We gratefully acknowledge that we can

count on God’s forgiveness and usually the
forgiveness of people with whom we come
into contact on a regular basis and even
those whom we encounter only once in a
while. This year, however, the American
Jewish community recognizes that there
is a new uncertainty in our lives and our
society.
When themembers of the Charlottesville,

Virginia, synagogue had to attend Friday
night services last monthwith crowds of the
alt-right shouting, “Jews Will Not Replace
Us,” (whatever that is supposed to mean),
and singingNazi-eramarching songs, it is no
wonder they were advised to leave through
the backdoor for their own safety. Most of us
thought that the streets of a university town
in 21st centuryAmericawouldnever be com-
parable to the streets ofWeimar Germany in
the early 1930s.

FRIGHTENING INCIDENTS
Yet here we are with the number of

anti-Semitic incidents significantly rising
across the country. Many synagogues and

Jewish centers across the country have a
policy requiring armed security at any event
open to the public as well as at major Jewish
events such as last week’s Rosh Hashanah
services. Universities and public buildings
have received more than the usual amount
of graffiti, including the ever-present swas-
tikas and comments about Hitler not finish-
ingwhat he started out to accomplish—how
sad. Clearly racist, xenophobic, anti-immi-
grant, anti-minority attitudes have become
increasingly prevalent in this country since
the beginning of the presidential campaign
of 2016. Alas, among a lot of hand-wring-
ing andmutual commiseration, no end is in
sight.
It is at times like this that I am so grate-

ful for our friends in the West Michigan
interfaith movement. Putting our politi-
cal squabbles aside (if only for the moment),
Jews, Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Bud-
dhists and the other traditions making up
our increasingly religiously diverse Grand
Rapids community have shown solidarity
with all of the victims of the bigotry perpet-
uated in the name of nativism.
Ironically, it is American diversity in all

itsmany forms that hasmade America great
(past, present and future). May Jewish year
5778 be recognized as the year that our local
interfaith paradigm becomes the standard
for all of the United States of America.
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Jewish High Holidays in this time of uncertainty
SheldonKopperl, professor
of religious studies at Grand
Valley State University

‘He became one of us’
U.S. priest martyred in Guatemala is beatified

Thousands walk in a pilgrimage fromSt. James theGreater Catholic Church to attend Sat-
urday’s beatification ceremony for theRev. Stanley Rother at the CoxConvention Center in
downtownOklahomaCity. DougHoke, The Oklahoman via AP

GuatemalanBishop Julio Edgar Cabrera,
right, looks at photoswith JuanPablo
Ixbalan at the Rother home inOkarche,
Oklahoma. Ixbalan knewRother during the
priest’s time inGuatemala. Sue Ogrocki, AP

Father Stanley Rother is pictured in this
undated photo inGuatemala. Rother, an
American priest killed duringGuatemala’s
civil war, is on the path to possible saint-
hood. Archdiocese of Oklahoma City photo via
AP

BishopEmeritus Edward Slattery, of Tulsa,
Oklahoma, kisses a relic of the Rev. Stanley
Rother followingRother’s beatification cere-
mony inOklahomaCity. Sue Ogrocki, AP


