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 Laura López has become a legendary figure in the international solidarity community. 

Among many in the communities of Suchitoto who knew her, she is revered. A rural 

community near Consolación formed in 1992 took her name. 

 The people remember her as a loving catechist who served in the area in the early 

1980s.  Some have called her the “bishop” of Guazapa, because of her care for the 

communities. In her journeys to the communities, she carried the pastoral and 

sacramental papers of the communities in her knapsack. Through CONIP she passed on 

to the archdiocesan offices pertinent information on the pastoral work in the area and 

related the sufferings of the people. 

 Laura López was the name she assumed during the war. Felipa Durán was born in 

1950 in San Luís del Carmen in Chalatenango,  just north of Suchitoto, across the Rio 

Lempa.  

 When she was about six years old her father and the family moved to the village of 

San Jerónimo in the municipality of Guazapa, south of Aguilares. There her father 

worked on a hacienda. 

 When she was about sixteen, she began to work with the archdiocesan escuelas 

radiofónicas, the community-based literacy programs that taught people to read and write 

through radio broadcast combined with facilitators in the communities. She also was a 

catechist, teaching religion to children. 

 When she was seventeen, she married Manuel Hernández, with whom she had five 

children. 

 About this time Felipa participated in a mission which was the mode of education, 

formation, and consciousness-raising used by the parish in this area. Fr. Octavio Cruz 

may have led this mission.  

 After the mission each community elected its religious leaders, delegates of the Word, 

and catechists. San Jerónimo chose Felipa and Manuel, even though, as one witness 



noted, he had a vice: he used to drink. But, “the community helped him quit. He was a 

good and noble man.” 

 During this time Felipa began to work with Sister Ana, part of the pastoral team in the 

parish.  The depth of her commitment can be gauged by the question she asked Sister 

Ana, “Up to what point must we give ourselves?” 

 Working in the church in the late 1970s was dangerous. Felipa was denounced to the 

authorities. Even some of her family was against her; two brothers belonged to a death 

squad. 

 But Felipa and her husband took an even more dangerous step and considered going 

into the conflictive zones and providing a pastoral accompaniment to the people there. As 

part of a discernment process, they met five times with their local Christian community 

before making a final decision. As an acquaintance noted, it was “important that the 

community choose …  when it was time to make a decision, they did not leave without 

consulting.” Laura decided that she would give three years to this ministry. 

 They left for this work in either 1979 or 1980. At first the children accompanied 

them. Later, after Felipa’s house had been destroyed by the army, a friend took care of 

the younger children. 

 Her husband accompanied her, whether to help in pastoral work or to fight with the 

FMLN is uncertain. He died in 1981 or 1982, after stepping on a land mine. Shortly after 

this, one of their sons joined the FMLN; he was killed in combat in April, 1989.  

 Felipa – now known as Laura Lopez – decided not to return to her village but to 

continue her pastoral work among the people in the Suchitoto countryside.  

 Laura worked first most closely in Platanares, but later settled into Consolación. She 

was involved in community work projects and encouraged people to help each other. 

 She provided pastoral leadership throughout the zone. Part of her responsibility was 

training the catechists in the area and providing them with materials. She led celebrations 

of the Word - at times in houses, but often under the trees. There were Holy Week 

celebrations and Friday Stations of the Cross during Lent.  

 As part of her ministry, she provided documentation on life in the zone to the 

archdiocese and to international organizations. Armed with a tape recorder and a camera, 

she collected information about the bombings and military incursions that included 



testimonies from the victims. In one report written in March 1985 after two A-37 

bombers dropper ten bombs over Mirandilla and El Zapote, she wrote, “We are trying to 

defend our lives, although we can no longer defend out huts or belongings.... God doesn’t 

want it to be that way. They want to terrorize us but we will not be swayed.” 

 People noticed her piety and how she took time out for private prayer. She was 

friendly, joyful, and loved music. She was a hard worker. As a co-worker noted: 

I used to give her a hard time when she wouldn’t eat anything. Her excuse was that 

she had too much work to do, or she had something new to learn. She really loved her 

people. She always told us to strive for unity. She would say, “Let’s not be indifferent 

to our neighbor’s needs. We must learn to share what we have.” 

 In an effort to attract the youth, she formed teams of young people. “The young, she 

considered, are our hope, those who struggle for a just cause instead of dying in a prison 

or mixed up in vices.” 

 She is said to have never encouraged the people to pick up arms. In a reflection on 

Palm Sunday 1985 she noted “We should not place our faith strictly in weapons, thinking 

that the gun is God and that the gun will give us liberty and justice.”  

 But she was obviously sympathetic to the FMLN cause and told people to collaborate 

with the revolution, which was, in her eyes, the way to liberation. In that same Palm 

Sunday reflection she noted that “If it weren’t for the compañeros in arms we would all 

be killed even though we have faith.... We can’t remain passive in the face of this 

situation.” 

 She had a very critical way of looking at the responsibility of the soldiers on the 

battlefront. As reported in the Memorial Martirial, “she used to say that the members of 

both the guerrillas and of the armed forces were not as much to blame for what they did 

as were those who led them. Both were commanded, they had their chiefs who 

commanded them and they had to do what they were told.” 

 But one detail of her ministry has not been widely divulged. At times she criticized 

the FMLN, especially for the promiscuity among the troops. At one point the FMLN 

thought of forcing her out of the zone but when the communities found this out they told 

the FMLN leaders, “If Laura goes, so do we.” 



 In her reflections, in the style of liberation theology, she brought the scriptures and 

the people’s experience together in ways to give them courage.  

 “She came and led a celebration when we most needed encouragement,” more than 

one person noted. Hers was a message of comfort and hope. She was also known to bring 

candy for children. 

 “Sundays,” one witness reported, “we did not work but met all afternoon for a 

celebration to be filled with the Holy Spirit in the face of the discouragement because of 

the military and the bombings. It felt somewhat complex that they tormented us, but she 

comforted us by speaking of the Word of God and telling us who Jesus had suffered 

persecution. She used to tell us that we have to suffer as he suffered. Likewise, she said, 

the people of Israel had suffered at the hands of the Egyptian, but God was with them and 

liberated them,  and in the same way God will liberate us. In her message she gave us 

courage, spiritual strength, and motivated us to continue forward, to not feel discouraged, 

and that if we die, we die for Jesus who in that in truth we ought to do the best that we 

can for others and that we be in solidarity with each other.”ii 

 Elvira remembers the last time she heard Laura. It was Holy Week, at a celebration 

under a ceiba tree. The people had been fleeing the troops. But Laura offered a message 

of hope — the day will come when we will experience some of the liberty we hope for. 

Within weeks, Laura had died, giving her space in a shelter to someone else. 

 Renny Golden provides some fascinating quotations from those 1985 Holy Week 

reflections and some of her written reports of that period. The zone had been devastated 

by the bombings and only six of twelve communities remained, with, as Laura counted, 

about 979 people. 

  She celebrated Palm Sunday with the community of Las Delicias in the western part 

of the zone. In her reflection she noted:  

We have gotten used to hating, to being afraid. We have to put an end to that. We 

have to confront ourselves, to kill the false pride within our soul, so that a new 

person may arise, so that a new civilization may come into being — one 

composed of love. 

 Another pastoral worker gave this report of her Good Friday celebration: 



During our Good Friday celebration, the planes were circling overhead and she 

said to us: ‘Don’t run, brothers and sisters. We’re here celebrating the Word of 

God. Don’t be afraid.’ Her words had a calming effect on us; all the people 

became very quiet. She said: “We’ll have to wait for the devil to go away so we 

can resume our celebration.” Everyone did what she said. 

 At that celebration she told the people, “The martyr’s cross has been placed on our 

shoulders... Our people are tormented by our enemies... But it has to be done. The Word 

of God has to be made a reality.... Our people have decided to end this way of the cross 

but the final triumph is still down the line.... We will not wait for people from other 

countries to show us what has to be done. We are Christians and we know what we have 

to do. But first we must sacrifice and make a serious decision to do so.” iii 

 On April 16, the pastoral workers of the area met to reflect on Matthew 25: 32-36, the 

parable of the last judgment. In her report of the meeting Laura noted, “Despite the 

fatigue, after making an escape from the invading army, we give thanks to God for 

protecting us. The work of the base communities must continue, because if it were 

otherwise what would become of us?”  

 Another catechist at the meeting noted that “Laura was very worried, and she said to 

us, ‘We can’t take off and leave the people here. We have already offered up our lives for 

them.” Within eight days she was killed. 

 On April 24, Consolación, the village where Laura and her daughter were staying, 

was surrounded by the Atlacatl and Belloso battalions. Laura and her daughters fled into 

one of the tatus, the underground shelters. Renny Golden records the testimony of her 

thirteen year old daughter: 

 “But there were some people who didn’t have anywhere to go and there was no more 

room in the shelter. So Mama thought we should give them our place.” 

 Once outside the tatu they fled to the hills but two days later the army found them and 

attacked with mortars and guns. Her daughter remembers: 

 “That’s when my mother fell down, shot in the back. I was running by her side and I 

told her I was going to try to stay with her. But she said no. She told me to go, because if 

I stayed they would kill me too. So I kept running and my mother got up and tried to keep 

going. Then she was shot again in the leg and fell down.” 



 Her daughter returned to her mother who gave her the knapsack and told her, 

“Adelante! Go forward!” 

 She was killed on April 24, 1985 at 3 pm near Valle Verde. 

 On May 7, 1985, her thirteen year old daughter explained what happened to Tutela 

Legal:3 

 “On April 22 [1985], there was a military operation in the villages of 

Platanares, La Pava, Mirandilla, Las Delicias, Las Peñas, Corosal and San 

Cristóbal. Two Army battalions, the Atlacatl and Ramon Belloso, came to our 

village, Consolación, at seven that morning. The day before they had fired 

artillery shells over the entire area. Everything had been hit by the mortars. About 

four that afternoon the soldiers came back, under cover of the “Gradilla” or 

“Push-n-Pull” [an O-2 Cessna plane that fires rockets]. 

 “We fled with my mother, Laura López, who was 35 years old. We ran 

straight for the hills with many people and stayed there for two days. We went to 

Valle Verde, where they told us the soldiers had never come. But two days later, 

the army found us and they attacked us with mortars and guns. 

 “That’s when my mother fell down, shot in the back. I was running by her 

side and I told her I was going to stay with her. But she said no. She told me to go 

on, because if I stayed there they would kill me too. So I kept running and my 

mother got up and tried to keep going. Then she was shot again in the leg and fell 

down. I went back, but they shouted at me to go on, to run. 

  “When I looked back, there were soldiers all over the place. They shouted at 

me and the thirty-five people with me. We kept running and they kept shooting at 

us. . . .”  

 Fr. Pablo Richard is a Chilean theologian who works with the Costa Rican-based 

Departamento Ecumenico de Investigaciones (DEI) and has worked with base 

communities in Central America for years. Soon after Laura’s death he wrote this 

reflection. 

 “I met Laura for the first time in San Salvador in February, 1985, two months 

before her death. She had come to the capital for a class I was teaching on the church. 

She participated actively on these classes and I could see her preoccupation for the 



church in Guazapa. She was a woman who believed in the church of the poor. She 

believed in the importance of bringing to birth the church in the midst of the poor.  

 “Laurita really ‘believed in what she believed.’ She did not simply give lip-

service to her faith, but she was an authentic missionary. 

 “She told that in her area, in Guazapa, the government has bombed every day, 

using 500 pound bombs and bombs which ‘burned the skin and eyes.’ The people 

saved their lives by crouching in holes and caves beneath the earth. 

 “Laura told me they were building a new society in Guazapa. She felt the need to 

teach and live the Gospel in this new society. 

 “Laurita was very organized. She had a notebook with all the pastoral activities in 

her area. She was a catechist, but in a certain sense she was also ‘priest’ and ‘bishop’ 

in an area entrusted to her, an example of the participation and responsibility of 

women in the church. 

 “Laurita died as she had to die. She always had a secret smile and lived the 

Gospel in the underground. She lived threatened by death because she lived with her 

people who were continuously threatened by death. She gave her life for the Gospel 

and so has become part of this Gospel. Every time they preach the Gospel in El 

Salvador, they will speak of Laurita, the catechist, the one who gave her life for her 

people dispersed in Guazapa. 

 “When Laurita was shot by the army, she kept running. When she could run no 

further, she took her knapsack, which was her “office,” the place where she organized 

the pastoral work of Guazapa, and she gave it up to her little thirteen year old 

daughter who accompanied her. 

 “In his gesture, to ‘keep running’ and to ‘give up’ [entregar - hand over] the 

knapsack, the force of the Church is symbolized, not only in Guazapa, but in El 

Salvador and in Latin America as well. 

 “‘With death in our body,’ we should keep running, without giving thought as to 

whether they will kill us, because there will always be ‘another’ who will carry our 

knapsack on.” 

	  



	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
i This section uses material and quotations from Golden, 1986, 1991 and 2000, Flores and Montezuma, 

Pablo Richard, 1985a, several CRISPAZ publications, as well as an interview of people who knew her 

provided by Lilia Garrido and obtained by the author. There are inconsistencies in certain dates given in the 

various sources. 
ii Memoria martirial, 26 
iii Golden, 2000: 8 
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