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Cesar Chavez a natural for sainth t i t • 
By Father Richard P. McBrien 
Syndicated columnist 

Cesar Chavez, founder of the Unit
ed Farm Workers of America, died 
last month while on union business in 
Arizona. He was 66. 

If we were living at any time dur
ing the Christian era's first 10 cen
turies, Cesar Chavez would already 
have been proclaimed a saint by the 
people who knew him best or who 
personally gained from his lifelong, 
non-violent struggle for social justice. 
That number is in the thousands, 
more likely the millions. 

It was not until the end of the 10th 
century that the first historically 
attested canonization took place. In 
the early church martyrs were pub
licly venerated by the faithful. From 
the fourth century onward, venera
tion was extended to those who suf
fered for the faith, but short of mar
tyrdom. They were called confessors. 

As various cults developed, they 
came under the control of local bish
ops and councils, but frequently they 
spread beyond the limits of a diocese 
and even of a country. 

Eventually the papacy intervened. 
After the publication of Pope Gregory 
DCs decretals in 1234, only the pope 
had the authority to canonize a saint 

But most of the early church's 
greatest saints, including the Twelve 
Apostles and Paul, were never for
mally canonized. They were simply 
recognized as such after their deaths. 

Cesar Chavez would have been a 
natural choice for sainthood under 
those earlier norms. 

SSAYS 
IN 
THEOLOGY 

He devoted himself wholeheartedly 
and without any personal reward to 
the welfare of some of the most eco
nomically oppressed people who have 
ever worked in the United States, 
those of whom John Steinbeck had 
written so movingly in his novel, The 
Grapes ofWrath, 

Mr. Chavez captured the world's 
attention in the 1960s when he led a 
lonely battle Ito unionize the migrant 
farm workers in California's fields 
and orchards'. He used the strike (La 
Huelga), fastings, boycotts, and long 
marches to advance La Causa. 

He fasted fpr 25 days in the spring 
of 1968, losibg a fifth of his body 
weight. The end of the fast was 
marked by the celebration of an open-
air Mass at which he took Commu
nion. But he wfas too weak to speak 

His famous call, also in 1968, for a 
boycott of grapes was honored by 17 
million Americans and his campaign 
for justice won the support of key 
political and religious leaders. 

The late Robert F. Kennedy 
described Mr. Chavez as 'one of the 
heroic figures of our time." He was 
also supported by several Catholic 
bishops, including two auxiliaries in 
my own Hartford archdiocese: the 
late Bishop Joseph Donnelly, one of 
the pioneer labor priests of the 1950s 
and 60s, and Bishop Peter Rosazza. 

Because of Cesar Chavez's efforts, 
the California legislature in 1975 
passed the nation's first collective bar
gaining act outside Hawaii for farm 
workers — laborers who are largely 
excluded from the protection of feder
al law. 

But Mr. Chavez never realized his 
dream of creating a nationwide union 
for a variety of reasons: competition 
from the Teamsters, internal conflicts, 
opposition from conservative politi
cians, and continued resistance from 
the growers. 

In most of me country, therefore, 
farm workers continue to work at the 
low end of the wage-scale, live in 
poor housing, work without medical 
insurance or job security, and remain 
vulnerable to exploitation. 

In spite of his national and interna
tional reputation as a major labor 
leader, Cesar Chavez was a smalt shy 
and frail man who did not excel at 
public speaking. 

A devoted husband and father 
with eight children, he was also 
deeply religious, a living example of 

authentic Catholic spirituality. 
Unlike the counterfeit piety of those 

who fail to see God in the faces of the 
poor, the oppressed, and the margin
alized, Mr. Chavez's spirituality was 
one of total dedication to the needs of 
others without regard for himself. He 
had a virtual vow of poverty, taking a 
weekly salary of $5. (You read it right, 
$5). 

He was like Jesus, who "came not 
to be served but to serve" (Mark 
10:45). 

Mr. Chavez saw his monastic exis
tence as a "powerful weapon" for jus
tice. "When you sacrifice," he once 
said, "you force others to do the same. 

"When you work and sacrifice 
more than anyone around you, others 
feel the need to do at least a little bit 
more than they were doing before." 

In an age of racial polarization, Mr. 
Chavez built alliances with Latinos, 
Asian Americans, African Americans, 
and whites. "Our belief is to help 
everybody, not just one race," he said. 
"Humanity is our belief." 

As I pointed out above, during the 
first 10 centuries of the church's histo
ry, before the formal process of canon
ization began, Cesar Chavez would -
even now have been proclaimed, "St 
Cesar," patron of farm workers. 

As a profoundly religious family 
man with a virtual vow of poverty, a 
person whose whole life was devoted 
to securing justice for the poor and the 
powerless, Cesar Chavez would merit 
canonization even under the current 
rules. 

The pope would do well to make it 
official sometime soon. 
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Strive for peace with everyone, and 
for that holiness without Which no 
one wiil see the Lord. J 

Hebrews 12,14 
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Graduation 

< 

'93 
To recognize the achievements of seniors at both public and Catholic 

high schools throughout the Diocese of Rochester, the Catholic Courier 
will present a speciaf G r a d u a t i o n ' 9 3 supplement in its i >sue of J u n e 1 0 . 

This annua l section includes feature articles, listings of graduat ing 
seniors, information on c o m m e n c e m e n t exercises, and pho tographs of class 

val«jfetorians and salutatorians. 
Thispinnual supolement has long 

been among our most popular, and 
local companies and 

organizat ions should find 
it a n ideal oppor tun i ty 

to pre mote their 
enterprises while 
applauding the 
scholastic efforts of 

dioces; n youths . 
T o place an 

adver t i sement in 

Gradual 

(716) 

1150 Buffalo Road, Rochester, Hew York 14624 

Advertising Deadline: 
May 28 

Special Rate: 
*18.25/col. in. 

Pub! 

ion '93, call: 

328-4340 
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ication Date: 
June 10 

Eastside Gymnastics 
Classes for ages 3 through teens at all 
ability levels— Preschool, Age group 

classes for Girls & Boys High School & USGF 
competition program PLUS Rochester's only 

gymnastics safety pitl 

efeaaicMtt on thUt wgtotwtfeo wttli thto «d 
S u m m e r Classes 

MINI DAY CAMP - Boys Age 5-10 
Begins July 19 Mon.-Thurs. 9:30-12N 

MINI DAY CAMP - Girls Age 5-12 
Mon.-Thurs. 9:30-12N 6 WEEKLY sessions 
running Mon-Thurs. Beginning Mondays: 

June 28, July 5, Aug. 2 , 9, 16, 23 

Summer 9 3 
Tumbling for Junior High ft High School Girls 

Mon. ft/or Wed. 6-7pm & 7:15-8:45pm 
July 5-21 ft Aug. 9-25 

Perfect for CHEERLEADERS or girls who are 
floor exercise specialists. 

Fall Classes begin September; Boys 8L Girls Ages 3-teens 

1 776 East Ave. (near Winton Rd.) 271-351 7 

f CATHOLIC PILGRIMAGES f 
~ All Accompanied by Priest as Chaplain ~ 

The 'HOLY FATHER' visits 
the USA! Denver, CO 
FEAST OF ASSUMPTION 

Group' Airfare R/T 
From BUFFALO 

Aug. 12-16 • $392 p.p. 
* 4 nights Hotel, Breakfast, Papal Events, 

Mother Cabrini Shrine, Transfers -
add $310 p.p. 

• BOOK NOW-
TO AVOID DISAPPOINTMENT 

Holyland, Egypt, Greece, 
Fatima, Lourdes, Paris, Rome, 

Assist, Guadalupe, Ireland 
& More! (Weekly) 
#1 to Medjugorje 

(Monthly) 
WANTED: 

Priests & Laity to Organize Own 
Groups for "FREE Ticket' 

- Just 8 Pilgrims or More! -

SPECIAL INTEREST PILGRIMAGES: 

'Eucharistic Congress' - Seville 
June 4/14 $1945 

'Padre Plo 25/75th Anniversary' 
Sept. 16/27-$1968 

'Queen of Peace Ministry' 
(714) 963-1432 (Dimcibnt) 

or 1M0-321-MARY (An*. Mrtint) 
to FREE Brocfture andfoc Leave Message 

Catholic Courier 


