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What We “Have To Do” 

 “You don’t have to look at the photos, but oftentimes what happened doesn’t seem real 

until you see it for yourself.” With that, our group leader left us alone in the classroom, handing 

me a red scrapbook on her way out. I had learned about the University of Central America 

(UCA) martyrs in my Ethics class the previous year, but she was right, six innocent people killed 

for no reason other than their support of the poor did not initially seem real to me. In one of the 

photos, a familiar face stared lifelessly at the ceiling with a bullet hole through his neck. In 

another, an older woman and her daughter lay still on the tile floor, drowning in pools of blood. 

Closing the book, I walked out of the classroom and found myself in the room where the two 

women had died. There, I sat with my friends and cried for people I had never met, mourning the 

loss of those willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for what they believed in. 

 President Kennedy’s famous words “ask not what your country can do for you—ask what 

you can do for your country,” connect his own sacrifice with that of these six martyrs and that of 

Admiral Daniel J. Callaghan (John Kennedy, 1961 Inaugural Address). All three, of course, are 

examples of selflessness, but also of personal integrity that led them to stand by their beliefs. 

When combined, selflessness and integrity result in a strong call to serve, one that transcends the 

distorted desires of fame and wealth and infuses life with meaning. In order to foster a life of 

service, a country should provide its youth with an education that exceeds the classroom, positive 

role models, and opportunities to step out of their comfort zones. Through cultivating personal 

integrity and then channeling that integrity into a selfless call to service, a nation creates a 

generation dedicated to becoming more than itself, that is, to becoming men and women with 

and for others. 
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 During a talk delivered to SI students, Father Jon Sobrino, a Jesuit who barely escaped 

the martyrdom of his six friends, boldly stated, “I will never congratulate a millionaire…I will 

feel pity. I will congratulate you if, with the knowledge you gain here and later in universities, 

you put your skills at the service of the poor.” With this statement, Father Sobrino encapsulates 

what should be the mission of all education. In this era of instant gratification, however, to many 

students, school may seem pointless, or simply a necessary box to check on one’s route to 

success. In order to interrupt this cycle of mindless learning, a nation must redefine the “success” 

that all young people seek, and therefore redefine education itself. If President Kennedy had 

defined success as affluence and excess, he could have stopped where he was when he entered 

the world: the son of a powerful businessman and an integral part of one of the wealthiest 

families in America. Instead, he served in the military, sought higher education, and later sought 

high office, all in pursuit of a more meaningful, fulfilling success rooted in his Catholic values: 

serving his fellow man. With this goal in mind, Kennedy created the Peace Corps, furthered civil 

rights efforts, and avoided universal destruction during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Because 

Kennedy took seriously his education, early development, and personal integrity, he both 

permanently shaped our nation’s history and became someone Father Sobrino would 

congratulate. 

At times, standing in awe of such examples of heroism can intimidate more than inspire. 

Nonetheless, this adverse effect of positive role models can be mollified with words attributed to 

Archbishop Romero, “We cannot do everything, and there is a sense of liberation in realizing 

that. This enables us to do something, and to do it very well” (Bishop Ken Untener, “The Prayer 

of Archbishop Romero”). Maybe even more important than admiring such profiles of courage 

would be identifying and connecting with their humanity. None of the sacrifices made by any of 
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these men or women completely solved the world’s injustices. However, their contributions clear 

an obstacle on the path to justice. By studying examples of this kind of work and recognizing 

that progress is the product of innumerable lives, my generation will acknowledge its own call to 

clear yet another impediment in our shared path. After the death of the UCA martyrs, the civil 

war in El Salvador raged on for another three years. Reflecting their limited humanity, these 

martyrs selflessly did what they could, and did it very well. The war might not have stopped, but 

global communities balked at this headline and thought twice about their complicity with the 

events of the war. Even today, citizens of El Salvador, members of the Catholic Church, and civil 

rights activists alike derive motivation from these brave men and women by acknowledging their 

heroism, but perhaps more importantly, by relating to their altruistic call to give of themselves 

what they could. 

 When Admiral Callaghan said the words, “Yes I know, but we have to do it,” in response 

to hearing that he would be embarking on a suicide mission, I don’t think this statement was 

absent of fear. In fact, some of the greatest acts of human kindness and selflessness have been 

made when humans escape their comfort zones, embracing the unknown as an unavoidable part 

of one’s call to a known goal. However, this kind of courage is not intrinsic; it comes in 

increments. It took courage for Admiral Callaghan to come to SI, then and now one of the most 

prestigious high schools in the country. It took courage for him to enroll in the Naval Academy 

and later enlist in the Navy itself. In all chapters of the Admiral’s life, his area of comfort 

expanded as did his sense of service until it included not only those who had touched his life, but 

also those he had never and would never meet. By emulating Admiral Callaghan and stepping 

out of a comfort zone, previously separate circles of comfort overlap, and we “mov[e] 

[our]selves closer to the margins so that the margins themselves will be erased” (Father Boyle, 
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Tattoos on the Heart). Making opportunities to escape areas of comfort including service trips, 

social justice classes, and conferences on inequity more accessible to students is a powerful tool 

in developing the virtue of courage that Admiral Callaghan so heroically exemplified. With this 

virtue in hand, integrity and selflessness are magnified, transforming what we are called to do 

into what we “have to do.” 

 That day, sitting in a room where two people had lost their lives, I realized for the first 

time that my own life must mean more than simply providing for my family and myself. Rather, 

like Kennedy, the martyrs, and Admiral Callaghan, I, along with many others, am called to a life 

of service to my fellow man. A nation’s commitment to redefining the end goal of education, 

promoting the humanity of heroes, and providing meaningful opportunities to explore a broad 

range of experience will foster the selflessness, integrity, and courage my generation needs in 

order to live lives for others. In these lives, the work will be arduous, the progress gradual, and 

the reward often less than glamorous. Even so, without a drive to become a part of something 

greater than oneself, life lacks meaningful purpose. It is this sense of vocation, this call to service 

that burns deep within the person we all wish to become.  
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