20th Anniversary Celebrations for the Passing of Bishop Sergio Mendez Arceo: Grandfather of Liberation Theology
Don Sergio, as his friends and supporters called him, was undoubtedly the most radical Roman Catholic Bishop of his time.  Dubbed the red bishop after rightwing youth threw red paint on him after attending the 1972 Christians for Socialism Conference in Chile; Don Sergio was a leader among progressive theological thought and pastoral actions in Latin America. 
The emerging liberation theologians like Gustavo Gutierrez, Leonardo Boff and others made frequent pilgrimages to see him.  He always cautioned them to not become too associated with his image since he was considered more radical than them.  He took seriously the gospel imperative and cautioned both the capitalist and Marxist worlds of the need to fully integrate its message in any human effort for progress.

His footprint still remains visible in Latin American and his Diocese of Cuernavaca (Mexico) even though four bishops have now succeeded him since his resignation in 1983 and unexpected death on Feb. 6, 1992.  Early on in the 50’s, Don Sergio became known for his radical restoration of the Cathedral building (the 5th Franciscan Mission in the New World) when he removed all of the clutter and side altars and returned it to its original 16th century Franciscan simplicity while soon incorporating the mariachi music and Spanish within his Sunday mass.
In 1992, he met with the titular bishop and his original architect, a Benedictine monk, to consider the finishing touches of his restoration effort.  He said in passing, a bishop should be buried under the main altar of his cathedral.  Two weeks later, Don Sergio unexpectedly died of a massive heart attack.  The bishop remembered and arranged for him to be buried under the main altar which was then a rough stonewalled basement with dirt floor but now has been transformed into the beautiful Chapel of the Resurrection housing Don Sergio’s tomb.

His 20th anniversary celebrations began with special events in both Mexico City and his own diocese of Cuernavaca.  These coincided with the global assembly of SICSAL (Christian International Solidarity with the Peoples of Latin America: Oscar Arnulfo Romero) in which 22 delegates representing Romero committees from 22 countries of Latin America, the Caribbean, Europe, Australia, Japan and the United States met in Mexico City to evaluate their efforts and plan for the future.
Bishops Raul Vera Lopez OP (Saltillo, Mexico) and Gregorio Rosa Chavez (San Salvador) remembered some key departed bishop prophets of Latin America who left us some time ago:  Oscar A. Romero (32 yrs.), Sergio Mendez Arceo (20 yrs.), Juan Gerardi (13 yrs.) and Samuel Ruiz (1 yr.). They also analyzed the critical situation of forced migration we are suffering in the region.

SICSAL honored Don Sergio in a special way by making the 70 mile pilgrimage to his tomb in the Cuernavaca Cathedral on Sunday, Feb. 12.  Many gave their personal testimonies establishing the importance of Don Sergio’s efforts in building the image of “Saint Oscar  Romero” and consequently the emergence of the Oscar A. Romero Solidarity Network.
American Bishop Emeritus Herbert Hermes OSB, originally from the Abbey in Atchison, Kansas; also expressed his admiration for Don Sergio.  He has served for 50 years in the Northeast of Brazil and is one of a small informal group of progressive Latin American bishops headed by Pedro Casaldaliga that meets annually. 
The Sergio Mendez Arceo Foundation organized events and prayers in four different parishes in Cuernavaca from Jan. 27 thru Feb. 4.  A roundtable discussion regarding the 1972 Christians for Socialism Conference, Don Sergio’s participation, and its effects down thru the years was held at the Meeting Center with the participation of Fr. Angel Sanchez, president of the priests’ association, Fr. Hernan Leemryse of Chile and Gabriela Videla, author of Un Señor Obispo, the best known biography of Don Sergio.  

A special mass was concelebrated on Feb. 6 in the Church of Ocotepec, the village close to Cuernavaca where he lived after retirement until his death. 
Another important event that occurred in both places was the presentation of a new book by Fr. Jesus Garcia Gonzalez SJ who was a very close friend of both Don Sergio and Don Samuel.  The book, ESCRUTANDO LOS TIEMPOS Y ACONTECIMIENTOS: RESCATANDO LA MEMORIA DE UNA PATRISTICA LATINOAMERICANA is filled with personal reflections of his and others involvements in the struggle within Latin America to emerge a truly Latin American theology.  Unfortunately, it does not yet have an English publication whose title might be: STUDYING TIMES AND HAPPENINGS:  RESCUING THE MEMORY OF A LATIN AMERICAN PATRISTIC.  He defines patristic on page 6 as “the effort of Latin American bishops since the Second Vatican Council to rethink the identity and mission of the Church in the light of the concrete realities of their countries and develop an appropriate pastoral as the early  Fathers of the Church did so long ago.
Fr. Jesus emotionally mentioned that both Don Sergio and Don Samuel made trips to Brazil exactly three months before their deaths to say good bye to their fellow bishops there. 
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