
Blessed Oscar Romero and the Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle 
 
In the mid-1980s Cardinal George Basil Hume visited Canada on a lecture tour. In one of his 
talks he made reference to reflection, which he attributed to Archbishop Oscar Romero. The 
reflection began ‘This is what we are about…’. We know it well, we use it a lot. The thing is he 
made a mistake! It wasn’t written by Blessed Oscar Romero, it was written by Bishop Kenneth 
Untener who died in March 2004 at the age of 66.  
 
Kenneth Untener was born in 1937, the seventh of nine children. His family lived on Belle Island 
in the Detroit River. His father was responsible for the ferrying of people from the small island 
to the banks of the river. He was an athletic student, but broke his leg shortly before being 
ordained. He had to have his leg amputated below the knee, though this didn’t stop him playing 
hockey for many years after his ordination.  
 
On the day he was ordained a bishop he introduced himself with the words: ‘Hello, I’m Ken and 
I’m going to be your waiter’. After 6 months he decided to sell the bishop’s house, on the 
grounds that there were 107 presbyteries in the diocese and he could sleep in all of them. He 
simply moved from priest’s house to priest’s house and administered the diocese from his 
specially adapted car. As a bishop he was known for his intellectual rigor, simple lifestyle and 
deeply pastoral approach to leadership. He developed the leadership of priests and empowered 
lay people. 
 
In 1979 Bishop Ken’s Cardinal asked him to prepare a reflection for him to use on the occasion 
of a celebration of mass for priests who had died. ‘This is what we are about’ is the result.  It is 
unlikely that Blessed Oscar Romero every heard it or used it, but Bishop Ken said he was 
honoured with it being attributed to him.  
 
Cardinal Hume was very supportive of Blessed Oscar Romero. They exchanged letters and 
Cardinal Hume offered him the opportunity to come and stay with him in London when he was 
under great pressure. Archbishop Romero was immensely grateful but said he felt he needed to 
remain in his own country and confront the problems facing everyone. On the day after Oscar 
Romero’s funeral, Cardinal Hume celebrated Mass for him in Westminster Cathedral. At the 
end of the Mass he said: ‘It would be wrong for me to pre-empt the mind of the Church, but I 
fully believe that one day Oscar Romero will be a saint of the Church’. That could be true any 
time soon. 
 
So, who knows, if Cardinal Hume had never made that simple mistake, then the Reflection may 
never have been so well known throughout the world. The local lad really did the world a great 
favour. 


