
Legacy of a Gentle Crusader 

(for Joshua) 

 

    

 

The Nicaraguan and the Sandinista flags stood like sentries behind your desk in the 

Ministry of Education. Two symbols finally merged in the revolutionary dream, still 

burning bright in 1987 when we visited you there. On your desk, gifts from artisan 

families – a balsa wood bird sculpture from Solentiname, an intricately carved black 

ceramic candle lantern from San Juan de Oriente – por las manos del pueblo, born from 

the hands of the people. In the bookshelves, Gustavo Gutierrez’s Teología de la 

Liberación alongside hand-sewn craft paper booklets with las palabras del pueblo, 

created in grass-roots poetry workshops nurtured by your brother Ernesto, then Minister 

of Culture. On the walls, instead of photos of you shaking hands with other dignitaries, 

are black-and-white images of triumphant teenagers riding into Managua on trucks, 

carrying the gifts of live chickens and glowing with a new maturity as they stepped down 

to reunite with parents left behind five months earlier. Your greatest pride: directing the 

National Literacy Crusade, which sent 60,000 young volunteers into rural villages to 

teach reading and writing to peasant families while working side by side with them in the 

milpas, lowering the illiteracy rate from 51 to 13 percent, while learning first hand about 

the social realities of the impoverished countryside. Birthing a new society. 

 



It was twenty-eight years ago that I brought Joshua to your office so he could first meet 

you, and so that you could know this two-year-old who bore your name. Michael Czerny 

had represented you at the naming party for Joshua Myles Fernando, a month after his 

birth, offering your example as an ‘authentic revolutionary.’ Your soft eyes rested upon 

my reluctant toddler through your thick-rimmed glasses, as you gently stroked his 

shoulder and caressed his hair with your fingers. Blessing him, like the Padre that you 

were, though banished from the Jesuit order by Pope Jean Paul II, along with your 

brother Ernesto and two other priests in the revolutionary government, who chose the 

power of the people over the authority of the Vatican. 

 

Four years later Joshua would get to know you as you visited us in Toronto, freer to 

travel after the Sandinista defeat in 1990. We took you away to a secluded Quebec 

cottage on Lac Bataille (Battle Lake) to rest for the first time in 13 years, guerrillero 

cansado. Joshua would meet you once again, as a teenager, in Managua in 1997, after 

you had renounced the Sandinista party and re-entered the Jesuit order. You spoke 

with enthusiasm about your current calling, heading up the Catholic youth organization, 

Fe y Alegria.  

 

The last time we met was almost a year ago over dinner at Malena’s house in Managua. 

 

          



You couldn’t contain your excitement about the new pope, a Latin American AND a 

Jesuit, whose actions embodied an “option for the poor.” In your high-pitched voice, 

rapid-fire narration, and animated arms, you announced a new Crusade: rather than 

organizing a single nation around the issue of literacy, your vision was to mobilize 

globally for eco-literacy and massive efforts to save the planet. The Pope’s encyclical 

would be one tool in the knapsack of these new guerilleros de la esperanza, warriors of 

hope. I left you with a photo I had taken of one of your first brigadistas 36 years ago, 

arms raised with the same passion still driving you now. 

 

                 

 

Another century, another pope, another kind of revolution.  

 

Now you lie unconscious in a Managua hospital, moving toward your last breath.  

 

How can we imbibe your genuine humility, your unbridled vitality, your unfettered hope?  

 

How will we carry on your Crusada when you are gone? 

 

- Deborah Barndt 

(written on the morning of Feb. 20, 

unaware that Fernando had 

passed away only hours earlier) 


