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To all the elders whose faith-fi lled struggles 
and resistance have ensured that their people 
might live on and continue to teach us the ways 
of wisdom and peace
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This manuscript is a result of a dialogue between 
an anthropologist and a theologian, specifi cally, be-

tween a cultural anthropologist who has spent many years working with 
various indigenous groups and a theologian who has accompanied vari-
ous faith communities in Latin America and is a proponent of liberation 
theologies. For some time now we have been struggling with the ques-
tion of how to identify and describe the notion of cultural memory. In 
particular, we are interested in how cultural memory functions and is 
transmitted among marginalized communities in a constant struggle for 
survival. Two experiences are crucial sources for the way we have come 
to understand the dynamics of memory and narrative. One of us, Jeanette 
Rodríguez, became interested in cultural memory through her discovery 
of her Jewish roots. She writes:

I was a religious studies and philosophy major at a New York college 
where 80 percent of the students were Jewish. I am a “cradle” Ro-
man Catholic and a New York Latina. My parents and brothers emi-
grated from Ecuador to the United States in 1952. Given my own bi-
lingual and bicultural background, I cannot remember a time when 
I did not live in creative, ambiguous, or hostile tension. Th is partic-
ular period, however, was one of intense struggle as I wrestled with 
the questions of religion and meaning in the twentieth century.

A key to this angst was my exposure to, and understanding of, the 
Holocaust. I thought that anyone in touch with his or her human-
ity would be outraged by the massacre of many millions of women, 
men, and children. Yet many of those around me, and certainly our 
own American culture, seemed blasé about this catastrophic trag-
edy. My own aff ective reaction included youthful indignation and a 
commitment that this should “never again” happen. At home, I at-
tempted to regain inner peace.

Preface 
the question of experience
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x cultural memory

One night while at the dinner table with the other members of 
my family, my father and I entered into a discussion about why I was 
so “obsessed” with the Holocaust. I suggested that perhaps I iden-
tifi ed with a group that yearned to know their God and maintain 
their culture. As I became more visibly emotional in the discussion, 
my mother turned to my father and said, “Sangre llama a sangre” 
[Blood calls to blood]. It is time to tell her.”

My father then began to tell his story. He said his family had Jew-
ish roots. As he spoke movingly of his origins, his discourse seemed 
cautious. While he spoke, several memories began to make sense 
to me: how my father would drop us off  at church on Sundays and 
then take off —I had thought it was simply a Latin American thing 
for a man to do; the yarmulke (a skull cap worn by observant Jews) 
I had seen in one of his drawers when I was in high school—he had 
explained that he kept it so that he could attend the prayer services 
of his employer, who was Jewish; how all of my cousins on my fa-
ther’s side in Latin America wore yarmulkes—I had always thought 
this very strange during my trips there; his swaying back and forth 
at prayer when he did come to church with us. Once I was informed 
of this missing piece in my family history, things made sense, and I 
experienced peace.

Another experience of the profound nature of cultural memory led to 
the doctoral work of cultural anthropologist Ted Fortier. In his fi eldwork 
among the Indian people of the Columbia Plateau in the western part 
of the United States, he observed repeatedly the deep connections the 
Indian people made to the wisdom and ways of their ancestors. Even 
though over two hundred years of missionary activities, government poli-
cies of acculturation, and the steady incursion of Western ideas had made 
a great impact on the people, they retained a core identity of being “In-
dian.” Th e manner in which this was lived out was a combination of ritual 
activities, the telling of kin-based stories, and a persistent outlook on life 
that resisted the hegemony of a Eurocentric worldview. An example of 
these deeply held convictions is evident in the following story, collected 
on the Coeur d’Alene Reservation:

”I do not like anthropologists. I detest what they do, always trying to 
drag stuff  up out of the past. Th at stuff  is over and gone. It’s done. It 
does not do anyone any good. It was painful then, and we are living 
now. And things are okay now.”

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   x 3/20/07   11:01:52 PM



Maria looked away from me, out the window and across the fi eld 
to the new tribal school. It stands on the hill below the old Sister’s 
building, where Maria and generations of Indian girls had gone to 
boarding school. Maria tossed her long hair over her shoulder and 
sighed. Her eyes glistened with the fi rst signs of tears.

“Let me tell you something,” she said, touching her eyes and look-
ing back at me.

“Four or fi ve years ago that anthropologist, I forget his name—
oh, Doctor, at the University—called and told us to come and get 
some bones of the ancestors. So, Abe, Clem, and me went down to 
Moscow.

“Doctor met us in his offi  ce and took us downstairs in some old 
building. It was really cold, and I did not know where we were go-
ing. It was cold, I did not know why, but later I did. I did not like it 
at all.

“When we got to this big room full of shelves and boxes, he took 
down a box and just handed it to Clem. He just took down this big 
cardboard box, fi lled with bones of the ancestors, and handed it 
to us! Th ere, that is it! Just like that! I couldn’t believe it. I was cry-
ing. I was so upset. But we took the bones and placed them into a 
parfl eche that we had with us.

“Th en Clem said, ‘Let’s sing.’ But I could not, not there, and I was 
too choked up. Clem said that is okay, we’ll go somewhere else. So 
that guy took us upstairs to another room with some windows and 
left us alone. I told Clem and Abe that I couldn’t sing, not there. It 
was just too much for me. But Clem said we have to, and that it will 
be okay. And we sang the songs. Th en we came back to DeSmet.

“When we got to DeSmet, we took the ancestors into the church, 
no, wait, we took them into the chapel of the priest’s house, and 
left them by the altar. A week later we were all ready, and we went 
by pickup caravan up to the mountain. It was so hard, still, and I 
cried all the way there. We buried them on the mountain, and sang 
again.”

Th is brief story illustrates quite well one of the limitations of the West-
ern philosophical tradition of modernism that Coeur d’Alene spiritual-
ity easily bridges: social-cultural structures are viewed in dichotomous 
terms. Th at is, one is either a Christian or not, one is either an Indian or 
not, and so on. What the precontact Coeur d’Alene Indians brought to 
the missionization process was a premodern philosophy that included an 
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xii cultural memory

integrative conception of being. It was, and is, completely compatible to 
the Coeur d’Alene to be both a warrior and a soldier of the Sacred Heart 
(a man of peace); the Creator-Being is not only a Mideastern deity, but 
also the Grandfather Spirit. Th e place of worship is not only the church 
on the hill, but also the open lakes and woodlands and mountains. For 
Maria and her relatives, being a Coeur d’Alene Indian is a cultural con-
nection that calls from beyond the grave to the people living today and 
to those still to be born.

Several important elements in the fi rst story diff er from that of the 
Coeur d’Alene Indians. In the Rodríguez family, cultural memory is a 
serendipitous discovery of a dormant cultural/religious memory of the 
past that surfaced in the author’s consciousness. Crucial to this under-
standing of a cultural memory was the instinctive need that rose from 
her personal journey to reveal the “otherness” hidden in her past. Th is 
experience of self-discovery, which revealed the “hidden otherness” of 
who she is, led her to reimagine her past, her culture, and her heritage 
not only in a new and unforeseen way, but in a way that validates her 
own existence. What was a moment of self-possession became an act of 
self-revelation.

Refl ection on a personal experience this powerful has the distinguish-
ing element of provoking thought, raising questions, and providing pro-
found insights. Th e deeper the abyss of crisis is, the greater becomes one’s 
connection to cultural memory and to past generations. Th e mediating 
link between personal memory and the collective memory of one’s past 
may be a word, an image, a person, or some specifi c, concrete thing that 
makes this otherness erupt in one’s consciousness and demands one’s 
attention. Th is otherness is cultural memory, our past, making a claim 
on us or, better stated, claiming us as its own. Once this occurs, reality 
is seen in a diff erent way, that is, in a way that gives meaning to our lives 
and validates our existence. In short, this diff erent way of seeing things 
means that not only do we identify with the otherness of our experience, 
but we see it as our raison d’être.

On a collective level, the constituent elements described above are ab-
sent. Cultural memory at the collective level is simply there waiting to 
be recovered in our songs, our rituals, our ceremonies, our stories, or 
through other mediating elements. Th e diff erence between the personal 
and the collective level is this: personally, the individual discovers his or 
her cultural memory through crisis, and collectively, the individual recov-
ers his or her cultural memory through songs, rituals, ceremonies, and 
other mediating forms. On the personal level, the otherness of cultural 
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memory is hidden from us. On the collective level, the otherness of cul-
tural memory is simply there.

Fortier’s story of the Coeur d’Alene Indians is told from the viewpoint 
of an individual, Maria, whose antagonistic feelings toward “the univer-
sity anthropologist” who desecrates the remains (bones) of her ances-
tors represents her feelings for the white man and his institutions (which 
serve as instruments of oppression). As the story relates, it was up to 
Abe, Clem, and Maria to go “recover” the bones of their ancestors. Th e 
irreverent treatment of the remains by the no-name anthropologist who 
puts the bones in a “box” gravely threatened the living history within 
them, leaving the Indians stunned and insulted. Maria could not greet her 
ancestors with a song while the remains were still inside the university 
building, but Clem and Abe convinced her that through the mediating 
form of a song, they would recover the cultural memory of their ances-
tors. After this, they went back to DeSmet.

Finally, the mediating element of ritual and ceremony became a com-
munal event. After the remains were taken to the church for proper ob-
servance and prayer, the caravan of cars accompanied them to the moun-
tain for burial. Th e Coeur d’Alene Indian story is one of collective cultural 
memory.

Th ere are two levels of structure in cultural memory that are analo-
gous to the Marxist analysis of the base (the personal level) and the su-
perstructure (the collective level). Over time the base changes, adapts, 
and transforms itself, sometimes radically. Th e ideas, values, and ideolo-
gies contained within the superstructure rise above the base and take on 
a life of their own, that is, they become objectifi ed. For example, a me-
dieval feudal base with a monarchical government of kings, queens, and 
princes slowly gave way to a national base of presidents, prime ministers, 
and other types of leaders. Th us, as the base changed, the superstructure 
also changed. Th is parallels what happens to the personal and collective 
levels in cultural memory.

Having said this, however, we must also add an important qualifi er. 
Th e base may change from epoch to epoch (or, at the personal level, from 
generation to generation), but change also contains the constancy of past 
epochs. For example, today we no longer live in an industrialized base; 
this epoch has been replaced by the information age base. Presidents and 
prime ministers, carryovers from the industrial base, are becoming more 
and more obsolete as transnational corporations with no allegiance to 
any particular country are becoming more powerful than the countries 
themselves. Heads of corporations are now dictating foreign policy. Even 
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xiv cultural memory

in the United States, the revolving door between government offi  cials 
and corporate board members who trade places during every new ad-
ministration never stops. Th e point here is that even though we live in 
an information age, the rapid changes cannot render obsolete the su-
perstructure (collective memory) of the feudal base; today, though quite 
anachronistically, we still have kings, queens, and other ranked nobility. 
Th e same is true of cultural memory. Generations today are not the same 
as those who lived fi ve hundred years ago, but their cultural memory still 
lives in our collective memory.
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The single most important adaptation for the 
survival of the human species is culture. As we will de-

velop in this book, discrete human cultures have survived a plethora of 
threats to their existence through their ability to interpret, adapt to, and 
resist hegemonic cultures that are more “powerful.” Th e very key to a spe-
cies’ survival is its ability to adapt to rapidly changing conditions. Th e hu-
man species has survived, in a number of unique confi gurations, because 
of the elasticity of culture, which enables groups to access stored wisdom 
and ways of coping with diverse patterns of existence. Th e mystery and 
the very core of this dynamism of culture rest in memory.

Memory is the capacity to remember, to create and re-create our past. 
“Cultural memory” is a concept introduced to the archaeological disci-
plines by Jan Assmann,¹ who defi nes it as the “outer dimension of human 
memory,”² embracing two diff erent concepts: “memory culture” (Erinner-
ungskultur) and “reference to the past” (Vergangenheitsbezug). Memory 
culture is the process by which a society ensures cultural continuity by 
preserving, with the help of cultural mnemonics, its collective knowledge 
from one generation to the next, rendering it possible for later genera-
tions to reconstruct their cultural identity.³ When we speak about cul-
tural memory, we are including in this defi nition two distinct characteris-
tics: (1) the survival of a historically, politically, and socially marginalized 
group of people, and (2) the role of spirituality as a form of resistance.

Th e defi nition of culture fl ows from an understanding that people de-
velop unique sets of categories, including languages, political organiza-
tions, and rituals and ceremonies. Historically marginalized groups have 
additional categories that reveal the cultural forces that have resisted an-
nihilation from dominant groups by accessing forms of spiritual resis-
tance. Th ese are the issues of people who have historically had to fi ght for 
their community and maintain a social construct to exist in the world. For 
Mexican Americans, the Yaqui, the poor, and the Tzeltal, life is a struggle 

Introduction
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2 cultural memory

to fi nd a place—that is, establish their presence in the world today and 
make known their rights not only to survive but to fl ourish apart from the 
dominant cultures—in a globalized world that has marginalized them.

Where do marginalized, threatened cultural groups go to fi nd such 
a place? And by “place” we mean community, landscape, and spiritual-
ity, that is, an identity that comes from caring for others and being cared 
for by a respectful community; from an attachment to land and all of its 
processes; and, fi nally, from the awe and wonder of a communal sense of 
creative knowing. We contend that their struggle to fi nd such an iden-
tity is rooted in religious ideology. Religious ideology manifests a spiri-
tuality grounded in experience and is endemic to the continuum of self-
preservation and reproduction of human beings. Th is is why we have fo-
cused this study on four discrete manners in which four diff erent cultures 
illustrate how religious ideology constructs pathways for resistance, in-
fusing ideological faith with the implements for producing ethnic identi-
ties. Th ese four manifestations are the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
the secret rituals among the Yaqui Indians, the narrative in the evolving 
memory of martyred Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, and the 
syncretism among the Tzeltal Indians of Chiapas, Mexico. It is our argu-
ment that by examining the emotion-laden schemas of religious faith, we 
can begin to understand the powerful elements of memories that resist 
assimilation in the world today.

Anthropologists have found that among the earliest Homo sapiens sa-
piens of over 50,000 years ago, or even with the extinct Homo sapiens ne-
anderthalensis of over 100,000 years ago, one of the common elements 
present in their cultural record is sensitivity for religious experience. Re-
ligious experience is defi ned as a belief in a power or a world that lies 
beyond ordinary human experience. Archaeological evidence shows that 
these early cultures were conscious of the fact that the world they per-
ceived was not the only reality. Th ey were aware that there is a power, or 
a being, that exists beyond the physical world that can be known through 
ordinary experience. Th is is most easily seen in the presence of grave 
goods, burial orientation, cave art, the use of fi gurines, and so on. Th ese 
symbolic elements, which indicate a reverence for life, sensitivity to an-
other realm of existence, and awe for the human connection to the cre-
ative forces of the universe, are the very subjects that give rise to our 
question, What is the diff erence between ordinary experience and reli-
gious experience?

Th e above observation regarding the archaeological evidence concern-
ing death and burial practices provides a window into the continuum of 
meaning in an ordinary life. All human beings die, and death is simply an 
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 introduction 3

ordinary experience of existence. What brings the level of ordinary into 
religious phenomenology, however, is the meaning ascribed to ordinary 
events. Humans are symbol-bearing, symbol-creating beings that need to 
provide meaning to virtually every aspect of existence. Th e evolutionary 
role of emotion seems to be an important element here. In other words, 
how do we attach emotion-laden schemas to those life events that con-
tinue to bring meaning and remembrance throughout not only our ex-
istence, but the existence of those who will follow us? Th is process of 
connecting emotion to life events is most evident in ritual activity that is 
fi lled with symbolic composition and continually repeated.

Th us, at the site of an ancient burial, we fi nd that elements of a man’s, a 
woman’s, or a child’s connection to life are placed with them: food, tools, 
pets, or other items. Th e body is often oriented on an east-west axis, sym-
bolic of the rising and setting of the sun, the voyage of life and death, and 
renewal. Burial in the earth, a practice in many ancient cultures, is most 
often associated with the concept of seeds that die, only to be renewed in 
the next season. Also associated with these burials is the use of red ochre, 
which is a symbol of blood and through it, life.

Th erefore, the ordinary—the death of an organism—becomes a sym-
bol of the worldview of a particular people. Th e meaning of one individ-
ual’s existence is symbolically interpreted as valuable and meaningful for 
the whole group. What remains are things that cannot be answered by 
ordinary experience. For example, what happens to the vitality of a hu-
man when life ceases? Looking at nature, one can observe the cycles of 
life, the manner in which a plant brings forth new life each year, only to 
wither and die at some point. It is the human ability to translate that or-
dinary experience into a sense of awe, wonder, and respect that gives dy-
namism to a group of human beings and leads to cultural confi gurations 
of meaning that are passed from generation to generation.

One of the functions of religion is to answer essential questions as to 
how the world came about and how humans are related to it. It seeks 
to explain our earth-centeredness. Why this? Why that? Religion is an 
attempt to fi lter meaning into the most diffi  cult questions. As we seek 
to give meaning to everything we do, religion validates our existence. It 
deposits forces into the universe that sustain moral order; this in turn 
sustains the social order of a people. Religion validates our existence by 
connecting us with ancestors, with spirits, with a god or gods. Religion 
mediates the dynamic of being here in the moment while also being part 
of an ongoing continuum. It fi rmly reinforces our human ability to as-
cribe meaning to all experience, such as death, illness, famine, birth, or 
suff ering. Religion heightens our communal experience of life. It brings 
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4 cultural memory

us together in a community that reinforces the events in our lives. Reli-
gious experience interprets the way a community defi nes the world, and 
it does so in such a way that establishes its primary values, aff ects, behav-
iors, and choices.

Th e reproduction of cultural survival is, then, both a biological and an 
ideological construction. Research in collective memory and historical 
identity recognizes that critical to the retaining of one’s cultural identity, 
and assuming survival, are language, religious practices, and the mainte-
nance of the principles regarding everyday life.⁴

“Sangre llama a sangre” (blood calls to blood) is an expression or meta-
phor that alludes to blood as the carrier of one’s life, which is in turn con-
nected to others. It is the life force that allows one to access the aff ective, 
intuitive bond of community that surges up without any rigid or rational 
trappings. It has its own truth, and this truth is “grasped” and needs no 
affi  rmation or validation from outside itself. Th is truth is expressed in 
narrative, ritual drama, and ceremonies.

In this book, cultural memory, or blood calling out to blood, and evok-
ing recognition of truth are explored as constitutive elements of memory. 
We will identify and explain these elements in four distinct cultural groups 
in the Americas. Within these groups, four diff erent aspects of cultural 
memory will be examined: image, secrecy, narrative, and synchronicity. 
Each of these is intended to be seen as an example of one aspect of mem-
ory—a memory that (1) liberates from oppression, (2) provides a medium 
for transmission of that memory; (3) informs the emotions of genera-
tions; and (4) unites a people through time for a common cause.

We intend to explore this phenomenon by isolating and analyzing the 
content, transmission, and sources of empowerment, including how such 
memories are passed on from generation to generation. Th e four aspects 
of cultural memory will be explained through the following: the Mexican 
American community and their devotion to the image of Guadalupe, the 
Yaqui and the role of secrecy and ceremony in maintaining their cultural 
identity, the evolving cultural memory of Archbishop Oscar Romero of 
San Salvador as it is transmitted through the church of the poor and the 
martyrs, and the synchronism of Catholic Tzeltal Maya in the state of 
Chiapas, Mexico.

What is the source of a memory powerful enough to carry a people 
even through attempted genocide? Remembering has been a key to sur-
vival for Jews, whose identity has long been bound up with oppression 
and resistance. Th e key memory for the Jewish community is told in the 
story of Exodus, which has been the guiding myth for Jewish identity. 
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Elie Wiesel once said that the refl ective Christian knows that it was not 
the Jewish people that died in Auschwitz, but Christianity.⁵ Th e Jewish 
theological question after Auschwitz was not only “Where was God?” 
but also “Where was humanity?” Th e Catholic theologian Johann Baptist 
Metz echoes this when he speaks of memoria passionis as the only “uni-
versal category of humanity open to us . . . I am not thinking of a memory 
that only serves to affi  rm us or to secure our identities—rather the oppo-
site: it calls into question our tightly sealed up identities. It is a ‘danger-
ous’ memory . . . it is a remembrance that does not use suff ering to make 
us aggressive, but refl ects on others who suff er.”⁶ Th e failure of humanity, 
specifi cally Christian humanity, is not only transmitted through shared 
memory, but is a symbol of all that threatens Jewish existence.

Our Lady of Guadalupe as a cultural memory is undoubtedly the most 
signifi cant spiritual and cultural symbol for Mexican Americans. An 
earlier study by Jeanette Rodríguez demonstrated how the memory of 
Guadalupe is carried in the culture of a people, both consciously and 
unconsciously, until it gradually becomes embedded in their values. For 
Mexican Americans, Our Lady of Guadalupe represents an affi  rmation 
of their worth and a positive valuation of their own culture and tradition, 
thus becoming an empowering symbol that asserts their communal sense 
as a people.

Juan Alvarez, a colleague and Nahuatl scholar, says that we Mexican 
Americans do not think or refl ect on the meaning of Our Lady of Guada-
lupe, in much the same way that we do not think of the blood that runs 
through our veins. We simply know it is there. Yet, one day, as we expe-
rience debilitating crisis, something extraordinary called “thinking” hap-
pens, or, in some cases, it may not happen at all. Enrique Dussel once 
said:

Th ose who attempt to think about the where and how of their being 
without starting from a crisis point will not be able to think. Many 
perhaps have lived their whole lives without any crisis. Yet crisis is 
a sine qua non for thinking, and the more radical and abysmal the 
crisis, the greater the possibility for real thought. Crisis comes from 
the Greek verb krinein, meaning to “to judge,” but with the added 
note of distancing oneself.⁷

Th e Yaqui represent a culture that has endured fi ve hundred years of con-
quest, enslavement, and religious and civil persecution, yet continues to 
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be resilient despite those forces that have destroyed so many other indig-
enous cultures. Th e Yaqui are bound together through a number of secret 
societies and rituals that have adapted to but not been subverted by mod-
ern culture or Jesuit missionary eff orts. Th e Yaqui provide insight into the 
mechanisms that allow cultural adaptation to occur while maintaining 
group identity through strict adherence to family and kin-based ritual 
obligations. Th e Yaqui culture is characterized by a pervasive spirituality 
that appears to be based on what we are terming cultural memory.

Th e memory surrounding murdered Archbishop Oscar Romero, the 
martyred archbishop of El Salvador, is still emerging. Although the mem-
ory of Romero is grounded in the geopolitical arena and the secular world 
of the wars of resistance in Central America, one cannot think of Romero 
without thinking about faith and the Roman Catholic tradition in par-
ticular. Increasingly, the memory of Romero elicits thoughts and feelings 
about resistance and other priests, sisters, and laypeople who were mur-
dered for accompanying the oppressed people. More specifi cally, the nar-
rative of Romero resurrects the memory of the church of the poor and the 
martyrs. Th e Catholic Tzeltal Maya are a signifi cant example of the way 
contemporary synchronicity is worked out.

Th ese four specifi c cases have been selected because each presents a 
signifi cant research agenda in its own right, and each permits research 
on a unique practice of cultural memory within a highly distinctive geo-
graphical, political, or religious group. Our intent is not to undertake a 
defi nitive comparative analysis, but rather to explore the ways in which 
these practices sustain collective beliefs, maintain cultural distinctive-
ness, and stimulate dignity and defi ance in the face of injustice.

Research tools utilized in this project include historical study, partici-
pant observation, and structured and unstructured interviews. Our aim 
in this project is to combine the ethnographic fi eld skills of Fortier, a 
cultural anthropologist, with the analytical and hermeneutical skills of 
Rodríguez, a liberation theologian. Th us, this book is both a cultural arti-
fact, depicting real people’s lived experiences of faith and identity, and an 
exegesis of that cultural text, as it were, in that we actively interpret the 
realms that we have delineated for this foray into cultural memory. For us, 
as we explain in the following chapters, the crucial elements of refl exive 
ethnography, historical contextualization, and theological advocacy pro-
vide a nexus for the telling of four inspiring stories of survival, resistance, 
and active negotiation in order to maintain a unique niche in the global-
ized world today.
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To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least 
recognized need of the human soul. 

simone weil, Th e Need for Roots

How we remember past events has a profound im-
pact on what we do and how we will live. While per-

sonal memory is the cornerstone supporting collective or social memory, 
memory cannot be understood apart from social forces. Religious, class, 
and family affi  liations that form in cognitive and aff ective deliberations 
help construct the manner in which a memory will be interpreted.

Th us, memory is transmitted by a people in their historical, social, and 
political context. In any given culture, it is the social group that carries 
forth, from generation to generation, that which they choose to pass on 
and, perhaps, that which they are not conscious of passing on. In some 
cases, memory is a distinctly political phenomenon, and requires analy-
sis—possibly the most important aspect of political understanding.¹ With 
regard to cultural memory, therefore, we contend that a people carry a 
memory and that the memory itself is also a carrier. One means by which 
memory is transmitted is through narrative. Narrative emphasizes the ac-
tive, self-shaping quality of human thought. Its power resides in its abil-
ity to create, form, refashion, and reclaim identity. Th is characteristic of 
narrative is useful for our work, because it illuminates the diverse modes 
of attending to and conveying those stories.

Narratives have trans-subjective truth value, however fuzzily de-
fi ned it might be. In sum, we propose that narratives (stories) in the 
human sciences should be defi ned provisionally as discourses with 
a clear sequential order that connects events in a meaningful way 
for a defi nite audience, and thus off er insights about the world and/
or people’s experiences of it.²

1. The Concept of Cultural Memory
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Memory, as Lewis and Sandra Hinchman argue, has always been the 
home of narrative. Both as individuals and as members of various groups, 
our present existence is powerfully shaped by recollections of the past 
and anticipations of the future. It is through narrative that a culture or-
ganizes and integrates its understanding of reality.³

Recent literature in sociology on age cohorts suggests the signifi cance 
of formative events. Th e disciplines of psychology, anthropology, and 
theology understand that one’s present existence is shaped irrevocably by 
recollections of the past and anticipations of the future. It is these memo-
ries that give meaning, direction, and shape to ethical choices.⁴ Without 
memory, the living of life would have no coherence at all.

Memory, however, is only one modality of experience. It does not ex-
ist in isolation from those other modalities that are oriented to the pres-
ent and the future. It is also signifi cant to note that the way we remember, 
what we anticipate, and how we perceive are largely social. Our interest 
in spiritual narratives is grounded in the connection between the unique, 
personal consciousness of an individual and how that is both informed 
by and informs the larger community. As Roland Barthes has observed, 

“Th ere does not exist, and never has existed, a people without narratives.”⁵ 
Hinchman and Hinchman add, “Narratives, then, are what constitute 
community. Th ey explain a group to itself, legitimate its deeds and aspi-
rations, and provide important benchmarks for nonmembers trying to 
understand the group’s cultural identity.”⁶

Classic ethnographies in anthropology were all too often quasi-scientifi c 
reductions of a culture, guided by Western standards of cultural norms. 
Largely funded by government institutions, American anthropology be-
came known as “salvage ethnography,” the focus of which was to preserve 
a quickly disappearing past. Th e realization of how that past informed the 
present, and constructed a possible future, was of little concern. Th e voices 
of the people were subverted in the text, and concern with narrative was 
largely left to the folklorists.⁷ Our work seeks to refl ect on how narratives, 
rituals, and historical and collective memories function as a human wall of 
resistance to annihilation and a means to ensure survival.

Culture is a social construct that is usually understood in and through 
the contents of its traditions—its feelings, modes of action, forms of 
language, aspirations, interpersonal relations, images, ideas, and ideals. 
For example, Vera Schwarcz notes that the Hebrew word for “tradition” 
(Masoret) connotes the eff ort involved in the passing on of communal 
memories. Behind the noun, one fi nds the verb “to transmit.” Th is verb 
can be traced to the Akkadian word musaru, which suggests two ideas: 
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 the concept of cultural memory 9

the grasping of an object and the setting free of something.⁸ Th us, tradi-
tion reveals a variety of contents: doctrine, stories, myths, creeds, sym-
bols, experiences, and everyday moral decisions. Cultural memory rep-
resents another such carrier of the tradition.

. . . never fi ght against memory. Even if it is painful, it will help you: 
it will give you something, it will enrich you. Ultimately, what would 
culture be without memory? What would philosophy be without 
memory? What would love be . . .? One cannot live without it. One 
cannot exist without remembrance.⁹

Tradition and Cultural Memory
From generation to generation, traditions pass on a world of meaning. 
Traditions carry the personal as well as communal experiences of a peo-
ple: its implicit and explicit understandings, myths, stories, aff ectivities—
anything that actualizes the potential of the human person. As Charles 
Davis states:

A tradition is a way of responding to reality, including feelings, 
memories, images, ideas, attitudes, interpersonal relationships: in 
brief, the entire complex that forms life within a particular world, a 
world bounded by a horizon that determines the particular sense of 
reality that pervades it.¹⁰

Tradition also has two distinct parts: (1) the process—the traditio, the ac-
tual handing on, and (2) the product—the traditium, the content. In other 
words, tradition can be seen as both a participle, “remembering,” and a 
noun, “remembrance” or “memory.” “Remembrance is a particular form 
of action. If well cultivated, memorial acts may even strengthen the heart 
in moments of diffi  cult transition.”¹¹ In fact, participle and noun repre-
sent two sides of the same coin.

Th e same two elements can be found in cultural memory: it is both a 
remembering and a remembrance or memory. One side of cultural mem-
ory is the traditio, the process. Who remembers? It is a people, a society, 
a culture that carries a memory. How is it remembered? It is remembered 
in memory, raised in celebration, passed on orally, recorded in writings, 
designated to a sacred place. Th e other side is the traditium, the product. 
What is being remembered? What does this memory do? What does it 
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10 cultural memory

evoke? What are its manifestations? What is remembered or evoked in-
cludes feelings or aff ectivities, modes of action, forms of language, aspira-
tions, interpersonal relations, images, ideas, ideals, and so forth. Th ese ele-
ments and more may be contained in a memory (Table 1.1). Traditions also 
refl ect a variety of theological typologies, as Charles Davis makes clear.

In Table 1.1, the dynamics of the culture concept and the manner in 
which it is transmitted across generations is depicted. Memory becomes 
important as a survival mechanism when it becomes part of artistic, emo-
tionally laden ways of forming group identity and meanings. Th is inher-
ently creative process of being human accounts for the many unique ways 
that cultures have constructed themselves to understand reality and to 
pass on the important insights from generation to generation. It is crucial 
to this argument that the content of memory is biased by the language of 
the people, and that it is through language that the memory imposes the 
essential feelings that transmit that emotionally based message. As we 
discuss below, the very basis of human knowledge is the result of fi nely 
tuned emotional structures.

Understanding Cultural Memory
Cultural memory bears similarities to both historical memory and myth. 

“History is,” as Carl Becker notes, “the memory of things said and done.”¹² 

traditio traditium

Process Content
(Participle = Remembering) (Noun = Remembrance)

who remembers?
how is it 
remembered

what does 
it evoke?

—a people —in memory —feelings, biases
—a society —in celebration —modes of action
—a culture —orally —forms of language

—in writings —aspirations
—interpersonal relations
—images, ideas, ideals

table 1.1. Tradition: A what and how of transmitting cultural memory
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History is constructed partially from the accounts of witnesses and par-
tially from primary documents that reveal the memories of those involved 
in the events. We insist, however, that historical memory is a reconstruc-
tion of culturally relative “facts” that is always infl uenced by particular 
worldviews. Michel Foucault, for example, alerts us to the concepts of 
historically infl uenced processes that often masquerade as “facts,” and 
need to be deconstructed. For this reason, we ground the following chap-
ters in the historical context experienced by these communities.

Like historical memory, cultural memory is rooted in actual events 
and in the surrounding and resulting alignment of images, symbols, and 
aff ectivities that turn out to be even more persuasive than “facts.” Many 
kinds of historical memories are transmitted through texts, oral history, 
tradition, plays, and memory. As Herbert Hirsch writes, these memories 
are not necessarily orderly or linear:

In attempting to reconstruct our own history from what Lander . . . 
calls the “ruins of memory,” we should be aware of the fact that what 
we come up with is composed partially of remembered experiences, 
partially of events that we have heard about that may be part of a 
family or group mythology, partially of images that we have recre-
ated from a series of family remembered events. Historians and phi-
losophers agree that personal recollections are used to formulate 
both the individual and the collective past. It is an attempt to chron-
icle human events remembered by human beings. History is moved 
by a series of social forces, including economics, religion, and in-
stitutions, mainly political, technological, ideological, and military. 
Just as historians create memory as they write history, as I write 
about memory, I am constructing a way to think about memory and 
history, and am consequently creating a paradigm, a way of thinking 
used to analyze and interpret some phenomenon.¹³

Occasionally, there are historical memories that are so overwhelmingly 
signifi cant that they defi ne the essence of a people and become imperative 
for their survival. Such is the case with the Holocaust. As Judith Miller 
says, “Th e Holocaust . . . makes sense only bit by bit—only if we try to 
encounter it one story, one memory, at a time.”¹⁴ Th us, the Jewish people 
exclaim, “Never again!” Th ey will survive meaningfully only as long as the 
historical memory of the Holocaust remains active and alive. According 
to the theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel, this unwillingness to sever the 
cord of memory accounts for the spiritual survival of Jews in our time:
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Why did our hearts throughout the ages turn to Eretz Israel, to the 
Holy Land? Because of memory. Th ere is a slow and silent stream, 
a stream not of oblivion but of memory, from which we constantly 
drink before entering the realm of faith. To believe is to remember. 
Th e substance of our very being is memory, our way of living is re-
taining reminders, articulating memory.¹⁵

Th e power of cultural memory rests in the conscious decision to choose 
particular memories, and to give those memories precedence in commu-
nal remembrance.

Cultural memory, like myth,¹⁶ has a historical basis, and, like myth, 
it can be transformative. Myths are powerful vehicles for transmitting 
historically rooted events, and they carry enormous amounts of cultural 
memory. Our own North American myths swirl around stories of George 
Washington and the Revolutionary War and the cultural memories of in-
dividualism. As a way of infusing our particular understanding of cultural 
memory with the sense of the sacred, we draw on the understanding of 
myth, or story, off ered by Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, who argues that

a myth is a story that is sacred to and shared by a group of people 
who fi nd their most important meanings in it; it is a story believed 
to have been composed in the past about an event in the past, . . . 
an event that continues to have meaning in the present because it is 
remembered; it is a story that is part of a larger group of stories.¹⁷

Suggesting that a story is sacred immediately throws us into questions 
of religious meaning: questions about life and death, divine intervention, 
creation, human nature, culture, ultimate meaning. Religious and psycho-
social themes are diffi  cult to separate from cultural memory because the 
private and the public realms are closely intertwined. Th e transforming 
characteristic of meaning attributed to myth is also characteristic of what 
is carried on in the process of cultural memory. Th us, cultural memory 
transmits an experience rooted in history that has reached a culturally 
defi nitive, potentially transformative status. As such, the myth/story of 
Guadalupe not only is a “master symbol . . . [because] it enshrines the 
major hopes and aspirations of an entire society,”¹⁸ but it also has trans-
formative potential as well.

Cultural memory may emerge from a catastrophic tragedy. In fact, 
many cultural memories often arise out of events that prove transfor-
mative, igniting recognizable shifts in the world of meaning for a people. 
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Whether cultural memory fulfi lls the need to transcend certain events or 
to maintain a corporate identity, it passes from generation to generation 
through oral traditions, written accounts, images, rituals, and dramas. 
It is evoked around image, symbol, aff ect, or event precisely because it 
keeps alive and transforms those events of the past. Th ey are not bound 
or limited to the past, but continue to give meaning to the present.

How to Begin
For this study, it is particularly important to begin with a grounding in 
the Judeo-Christian tradition for three specifi c reasons: (1) It is a well-
documented and well-researched tradition; (2) it has been integrated and 
interpreted for centuries by a variety of diverse cultures; and (3) it has had 
a powerful infl uence on the cultures that we present in this book. Th e very 
foundational struggle for existence that produced the culture known as the 
Hebrew people, as well as the many confi gurations of the Christian cul-
tures, provides a rich area to mine for clues as to how memory is formed 
and molded, and how it is both functional as well as creative. Furthermore, 
although this seemingly Western bias could be called into question as part 
of our methodology, we will demonstrate that the apparent hegemony of 
this Judeo-Christian tradition has been reinvented, at times subverted, 
and never taken as the only “right way” to see the world. Christian concern 
for memory is ultimately rooted in the rabbinical traditions as preserved 
through the ages by the synagogue. Christianity inherited Judaism’s me-
morial character, but centered its memory on the incarnation, life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. Eduardo Hoornaert notes that the peculiar char-
acter of the Christian memory throughout the course of history “is that 
of the defeated and the humbled, the marginalized and the condemned”¹⁹ 
and is therefore not recorded in a history composed in the hegemonic 
historiographical tradition of great cultures, by way of discourses, monu-
ments, archives, documents, iconography, and architecture.

On the contrary, the Christian memory of the humbled is trans-
mitted from generation to generation as a popular culture, an oral 
tradition, a cultural resistance. Hence, this Christian memory sur-
vives primarily in communities. Part and parcel of this tradition of 
struggle for an authentic Christian memory are the current prac-
tices of the base communities . . . Christian memory is by no means 
an individual memory . . . it is a collective memory . . . a memory of 
a people . . . defi ning the consciousness of a social group.²⁰
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In subsequent chapters, then, we present the following elements of cul-
tural memory:

 1. Th e establishment of identity, especially as it relates to the concept 
of ethnicity

 2. Th e ability to reconstruct the past in order to exist in a meaningful 
manner in the present

 3. Enculturation, that is, the manner in which being of an ethnic iden-
tity is learned and transmitted from generation to generation

 4. Structures of transmission, which are the core of this endeavor 
and the key institutional mode by which memory is conveyed, be 
it image, narrative, rituals, or syncretism modes

 5. Th e obligations connected to the groups’ values that continue to 
ensure resiliency in the world today. Or, to put it another way, the 
moral imperatives that create the ideal humans for a particular 
culture.

 6. Refl exivity, or the conscious ability to ground the everyday with 
the interpretation of the meta-memory

In the following chapters, we address how each of the above is integrated 
by the particular culture. Our historical-anthropological-theological 
methodology of image, narrative, ritual, and syncretism as they apply to 
Mexican Americans, Yaqui Indians, El Salvadorians, and Tzeltal Indians 
is intended to illuminate four manners of holding a meta-memory in a 
privileged position and articulating how that then becomes a beacon of 
meaning and of resistance for an ethnic group. We are in no way implying 
that these four “ways” are the sole means of conveying these structures. 
Rather, they are illustrative of ways of understanding the complexity of 
the phenomena of memory and culture.
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Here it is told.  Nican Mopohua

Our lady of guadalupe is a religious experience, 
but, of course, contemporary Mexican American dev-

otees of Our Lady of Guadalupe do not enjoy a fi rsthand vision of her. 
Yet from their faith stories, it is undeniable that there is an encounter, a 
presence, and a relationship between them and La Virgen de Guadalupe. 
It is a vibrant daily occurrence. Even when this is not the case, the Gua-
dalupe apparition is a primordial experience kept alive in the cultural 
memory of the community. Th is cultural memory is concretized in the 
Guadalupe image prominently displayed in many of her devotees’ homes. 
By retelling the story of the Guadalupe’s apparition and by their devotion, 
Mexican Americans share in the memory of the primordial experience. 
Some internalize this memory so that it becomes for them a personal re-
ligious experience, and to the degree in which that memory is faithful, it 
becomes a primordial experience.

Th is cultural memory is contained in the image of the Guadalupe it-
self; it is recorded in the Nahuatl document entitled Nican Mopohua 
(Here It Is Told).¹ Like all memories, cultural memory is a living and dy-
namic reality. Th e memory of the Guadalupe is recorded and transmit-
ted in the stories her devotees narrate, in their devotional practices in her 
honor, in the naming of their children after her, and in their celebrations 
of her feast. Remembering and transmitting the Guadalupe experience 
is mainly a matter of affi  rming aspirations and nurturing the hope and 
strength needed to maintain one’s identity.

Th e Guadalupe story appears to be a simple one, yet it is rooted in a 
sociopolitical and cultural history. We are grateful to the Benedictine sis-
ters of Guadalupe Christo Rey in Mexico who initiated us into this story 
within a larger story. Th eir deep devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe 
and their understanding of the lived reality of the poor was an immense 

2. The Power of Image
our lady of guadalupe
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contribution to grasping the power of this image. To facilitate an under-
standing of Guadalupe, those who promote her story and image usually 
begin with the time before the arrival of the Spaniards to Mexico.²

Historical Context
Th e account of the Guadalupe story, as regularly narrated by the Benedic-
tine sisters, begins with Mexico’s popular religious history.³ It highlights 
the fact that the Mexican people are descendants of the pre-Columbian 
Olmec, who founded the fi rst important civilization in Mexico around 
1200 bce. Because of their abiding infl uence on the other cultures of the 
region, the Olmec are considered the source of the Mesoamerican cul-
tures. Th rough commerce and religion, the Olmec exercised a deep infl u-
ence on the cultures of the Toltec, the Teotihuacans, the Maya, the Aztec, 
and the Zapotec, just to name a few. Toward the end of the twelfth and 
the beginning of the thirteenth century ce, seven Nahuatl tribes came to 
the valley of Mexico, one of which was the Aztec. Th e Aztec came from 
the northwest of Mexico, the land that is known as the mythic Aztlan. 
Th e people came under the leadership of their chief priest, Tenoch. Ac-
cording to legend, the gods told the priest that the people would see a 
sign indicating that they had reached the “Promised Land.” Th e sign was 
an eagle perched on a nopal cactus with a serpent in its beak. Th is sign 
was reportedly found in the middle of seven lakes, and, as is well known, 
Mexico City is built upon these lakes.

During the reign of Montezuma I, the Aztec Empire was consolidated 
and its borders were expanded so that by 1502 ce, when Montezuma II 
was chosen emperor, the frontiers of the empire extended as far north as 
Sinaloa in present-day Mexico and as far south as Nicaragua, spanning, 
east to west, the Atlantic to the Pacifi c coast.

What we fi nd in the telling and retelling of the story of Guadalupe is a 
reclaiming of the greatness of the past, a past whose inception and defi ni-
tion was initiated by the divine. Th e Aztec prospered in commerce, arts, 
and architecture. Th ey built immense temples on the principal island of 
Tenochtitlan. On this island alone there were seventy-two temples. About 
80,000 people inhabited the two islands of Tenochtitlan and Tlatelolco, 
which were connected by several land causeways and two aqueducts. On 
the smaller of the two islands stood Tlatelolco, a great cultural and com-
mercial center, which, after the Spanish Conquest, would become a cen-
ter for Catholic evangelization and learning.

In addition to their exquisite music, art, and architecture, the Aztec also 
had a highly developed religion. Th ey worshiped Quetzalcoatl (the Lord), 
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along with Ipalnemohuani (a god known as both Father and Mother), 
Tonatiuh (the new sun), and Ometeotl (the Lord and Lady who are near 
and close to us). Th ese names, which frequently appear in Nahuatl litera-
ture, express God’s relationship not only with human beings but also with 
the cosmos. (By transmitting the story of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the 
narrators intend to remind the people of their glorious ancestry.)

All this history was destructively altered when Hernán Cortés con-
quered the Aztec and asked the king of Spain to send Franciscans to evan-
gelize what they called New Spain. Th e Franciscans arrived in 1521 and 
began their work of evangelization, but this was done in a climate of vio-
lent oppression against the indigenous people. To the indigenous people, 
the conquest was a sign that their gods had been overthrown or had aban-
doned them. Nothing was left for them but to die. Th is is the context in 
which the story of Guadalupe emerges. In the midst of death and destruc-
tion, a great sign of hope and liberation appears—Guadalupe, the mother 
of the awaited fi fth sun, the new Quetzalcoatl. Holy Mary of Guadalupe, 
the maternal face of God, the beloved Mother of God, comes to console 
a suff ering people.

Th e Text and Its Story
Th e Nican Mopohua, transcribed from the oral language of Nahuatl, re-
cords the story of Our Lady of Guadalupe. Nahuatl is a highly symbolic 
language that conveys “much beyond words” and is “much more pro-
found, more signifi cant, much more rich and full than Indo-European 
languages. It is a simple language, direct, smooth, precise, elegant, re-
sounding, beautiful, profound, highly signifi cant, and even sublime.”⁴ An 
understanding of Nahuatl cultural symbols and myths is essential for in-
terpreting the Nican Mopohua narrative. Two important aspects of the 
Nahuatl language are (1) the use of disfracismos—a way of communicat-
ing profound concepts by using two words or symbols instead of one; and 
(2) the use of numerology—the interpretation of numbers as having sym-
bolic meaning; two numbers are particularly signifi cant in the Nahuatl 
language and culture: the number four, which indicates completion, and 
the number fi ve, which refers to the center of the world.

Th e Nican Mopohua text records Saturday, December 9, 1531, early in 
the morning, as the time of the apparition of Our Lady of Guadalupe to 
Juan Diego, the baptismal name of Cuahtlatoatzin (One Who Talks like 
an Eagle). In Nahuatl culture, muy de madrugada (very early in the morn-
ing) referred not only to daybreak but also to the beginning of all time. 
Th us, the image represents the beginning of something new, and the 
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Guadalupe event takes on the signifi cance of a foundational experience 
equal in importance to the origin of the world and the cosmos.⁵

Th e apparition account relates that, on his way to church, Juan Diego 
hears music. In the context of Nahuatl disfracismos, music represented 
one-half of a dual way of expressing truth, beauty, philosophy, and divin-
ity. Flower and song together manifested the presence of the divine. When 
Juan Diego hears such beautiful and enchanting music, he asks, “Have I 
gone into paradise? Can I be hearing what I am hearing?” Th e word canto 
(“song” or “music”) appears fi ve times. As mentioned above, in Nahuatl 
cosmology, fi ve was a symbol for the center of the world.⁶ Th e reference 
to canto, then, points to another way of experiencing, understanding, and 
conceptualizing contact with the divine. Similarly signifi cant in the Na-
huatl account is the use of the number four, which symbolized cosmic 
totality or completion. In the text, Juan Diego asks four questions: First, 

“Am I worthy to hear what I am hearing? Perhaps I am dreaming?” Second, 
“I must awake from this dream. Where am I?” Th ird, “Have I perhaps en-
tered the land of paradise that our ancient ones have told us about?” Fi-
nally, “Am I in heaven?” Th ere is a moment of silence between the time 
Juan Diego hears the music and asks the questions. Th is silence, in con-
junction with the nighttime, represents another dual Nahuatl expression 
that serves to link the event with the origins of creation.⁷

Upon hearing the music, Juan Diego looks to the east, the home of 
the sun and symbol of God. Th e sun rises in the east, the direction from 
which Guadalupe appears. Again, Guadalupe enters the Nahuatl reality 
in a way that the people can understand. She fi rst addresses Juan Diego 
by the diminutive form of his name, which in Spanish is translated as Juan 
Dieguito—a Nahuatl form of expression conveying maternal love, deli-
cacy, and reverence.⁸ Th e Nican Mopohua does not emphasize Guadal-
upe’s apparition to Juan Diego but rather his “encounter” with her. What 
is the nature of this encounter? Th ere are two characters: Juan Diego and 
Our Lady of Guadalupe. Juan Diego, a fi fty-two-year-old man, is a mem-
ber of the oppressed and enslaved indigenous people. How does he per-
ceive Our Lady of Guadalupe? He sees her as a woman of nobility. At this 
point, the text makes an important distinction. Our Lady of Guadalupe is 
standing up. Nobles, however, whether Aztec or Spanish, would receive 
people sitting down, sometimes on a pedestal or in some other specifi c, 
designated place. Such a posture was meant to show not only that the 
individual in question presided over the people but also, given the ex-
perience of the conquest, that such an individual had dominion over the 
people. In the case of Guadalupe, however, the nobility that Juan Diego 
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observes in this woman is not of the dominant sort.⁹ Unlike the conquis-
tadors, Guadalupe does not treat Juan Diego as one of the conquered 
ones; on the contrary, she acknowledges and restores his dignity by her 
posture, the tone of her words, and her dialogue.

Guadalupe’s presence also elicits a response from the earth. Th e fl ow-
ers and the ground around her, the text reports, glow like gold. Th is en-
counter aff ects the world. Guadalupe, therefore, presents new life to the 
people and to the land. Th e text further describes the “Lady” as clothed 
with the radiance of the sun. In Nahuatl culture, a person’s clothing, espe-
cially that of an important person, was dyed a certain color and adorned 
with objects or symbols that revealed who that person was, who had 
sent that person, or where that person had come from. Th e rays of sun 
emanating from behind Guadalupe informed the indigenous people, as 
represented by Juan Diego, that God formed part of her experience and 
personality.¹⁰ Virgilio Elizondo puts it as follows: “Th e Sun god was the 
principal god in the native pantheon. . . . She is greater than the greatest 
of the native divinities, yet she does not do away with the Sun.”¹¹

One of the most important lines in the narrative is that in which Gua-
dalupe reveals her identity: “Know and be assured, the smallest of my 
children, that I am the ever Virgin Mary, Mother of the true God through 
whom one lives, the creator on which all depends, Lord of the heavens 
and the earth.”¹² Th us, Guadalupe identifi es herself as: (1) Mother of God, 
who is the God of Truth; (2) Mother of the Giver of Life; (3) Mother of 
the Creator; (4) Mother of the One Who Makes the Sun and the Earth; 
and (5) Mother of the One Who Is Near. Th ese titles coincide with names 
given to the ancient Aztec gods. She refers to fi ve names of gods known 
to the Nahua; thus, Guadalupe states who she is and where she is from 
using Nahuatl duality and phrases.

Th e Virgin tells Juan Diego that she wants a temple to be built for her, 
where she can bestow her love, compassion, help, and defense on all those 
who come to her. She wishes her house to be at Tepeyac, a site of great 
signifi cance.¹³ Previously, it had been the shrine of Tonantzin, one of the 
major earth mother divinities of the Aztec people. One scholar argues 
that “it was very natural for the Aztec to associate Guadalupe with the 
pagan Tonantzin, since both were virgin mothers of gods and both ap-
peared at the same place.”¹⁴ Yet several major diff erences are noted be-
tween Tonantzin and Guadalupe:

Th e Virgin of Guadalupe was not a mere Christian front for the wor-
ship of a pagan goddess. Th e adoration of Guadalupe represented a 
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profound change in Aztec religious belief. . . . Tonantzin was both 
a creator and a destroyer. Th e nature and function of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe are entirely diff erent from those of the pagan earth god-
dess. Th e Christian ideals of beauty, love, and mercy associated with 
the Virgin of Guadalupe were never attributed to the Aztec deity. 
Th e functions of the Catholic Virgin are much broader and more 
benefi cial to man than those of the Aztec nature goddess. Guada-
lupe protects her children (the Mexicans) from harm, cures their 
sicknesses, and aids them in all manner of daily undertakings.¹⁵

Th e text relates how Juan Diego, following the mandate of Guadalupe, 
goes to the bishop, only to be told to come back at a more convenient 
time. Juan Diego returns to Guadalupe and despondently addresses the 
Virgin as “Señora, la más pequeña de mis hijas” (Lady, the most humble 
of my daughters). By referring to the Virgin in this manner, he implies 
that she, too, is poor and despised, just as he is. In turn, Juan Diego tells 
the Virgin that he is the wrong messenger, and to send someone “who is 
of greater importance, who is known, who is respected, and who is es-
teemed.” Th e use of four terms to describe the ideal envoy represents, in 
keeping with Nahuatl numerology, totality and completion. Juan Diego 
believes that he is not taken seriously because he is an Indian and that her 
mission would best be completed if a person of higher status were sent.

Juan Diego asks forgiveness from the Virgin for any pain he may have 
caused her by his failure to convince the bishop of her message. Juan Di-
ego believes that it is his fault that he was not accepted.¹⁶ Th is sense of 
self-deprecation and unworthiness refl ects the tragic result of the con-
quest of the Nahuatl. Th e Virgin absolutely refuses to choose another 
messenger. She reaffi  rms her desire that Juan Diego be her messenger, 
although she has “many servants and messengers” from whom to choose. 
She does not negate or deny the oppression that Juan Diego is experienc-
ing, but she does “insist” on and “beg” for his involvement, using such 
phrases as “Con rigor te mando”; “Te ruego”; and “Mucho te ruego” (I 
fi rmly command you; I beg you; I entreat you very much).

Th e account seems to portray a conversation and dialogue between 
equals. Yet Juan Diego is obsequious to the request of this remarkable 
woman he has encountered. Guadalupe accords Juan Diego the dignity 
and respect of a person who has the freedom to choose (Siller, 64–65). 
She concludes her conversation with Juan Diego as follows: “And once 
again, tell the bishop that I send you, the ever Virgin, Holy Mary, Mother 
of God, it is she who sends you.” In response, Juan Diego reaccepts and 
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reembraces this mission. His desire not to cause the Virgin any pain as 
well as his wish to make his commitment manifest are evident in his joy-
ful and energetic response: “I will go and complete your order” (65).

Following this conversation, Juan Diego returns to the bishop’s home 
in Mexico City. Once again, Juan experiences diffi  culties. He subjects 
himself to distrust, humiliation, and disbelief for the sake of the mission. 
When the bishop fi nishes interrogating Juan Diego, he states that he can-
not build the temple on the Indian’s word alone. He sends Juan Diego 
back to ask the Virgin for a sign.

Siller makes an interesting observation with regard to the communi-
cation between Juan Diego and the bishop (68–69). When Juan Diego 
is speaking with the bishop, he refers to the Virgin as the “always Virgin, 
Holy Mary, Mother of Our Savior the Lord Jesus Christ.” Siller suggests 
that this is a theological refl ection on the part of Juan Diego (69). Guada-
lupe never refers to herself as the “Mother of Our Savior the Lord Jesus 
Christ.” Siller argues that with the return of the self (Juan Diego’s restored 
dignity) comes the ability and perhaps the freedom to theologize. Or per-
haps Juan Diego is wily and cunning enough to utilize terms and language 
that the bishop would easily grasp.

After agreeing to elicit a sign from the Lady so that the bishop may be-
lieve, Juan Diego returns home. When he arrives at his home, he fi nds that 
his uncle, Juan Bernardino, is sick. His uncle asks Juan Diego to go to Mex-
ico City and bring back a priest to administer the last rites. Juan Diego fi nds 
himself caught in a dilemma. Is he to fulfi ll his uncle’s request, or is he to 
meet the Lady in order to receive the sign? Th e issue of death is paramount. 
Juan Diego decides to go for a priest so that the last rites may be given:

Th e sickness of the uncle came at a crucial moment in the mission of 
Juan Diego. . . . For us perhaps it would have been more important 
if the mother or father of Juan Diego was sick, . . . but for most of 
the Meso-American people, the uncle played a social role of capital 
importance. . . . Th e uncle received the maximum expression of re-
spect that one could give an adult, and he was the critical element 
in understanding the barrio and the people. (76)

On his way to Mexico City, Juan Diego decides to take an alternate 
route so as not to have to “disappoint the Lady.” However, as he is walking, 
he hears the Lady calling to him, asking him where he is going. Juan Di-
ego is convinced that the sad news of his uncle’s mortal illness will cause 
grief for the Virgin. He begins his conversation with her by saying, “I’m 
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going to cause you affl  iction” (79). Guadalupe’s response to Juan Diego’s 
concern is expanded to include all sickness and anguish. She says, “No 
temas esa enfermedad, ni ninguna otra enfermedad y angustia” (Do not 
fear this sickness, or any other sickness or anguish; 82).

She continues with fi ve questions (again, a reference to the center of 
the world): “Am I not here, your mother? Are you not under my shadow 
and protection? Am I not your fountain of life? Are you not in the folds 
of my mantle, in the crossing of my arms? Is there anything else that you 
need?” In these questions, Guadalupe reveals herself as someone with au-
thority. For Mexicans, a person with authority was a person who had the 
ability to cast a shadow, precisely what Guadalupe does with her mantle: 

“Mexicans understand authority . . . as one who casts a large shadow . . . 
because the one who is greater than all the rest must shelter or protect 
the great and small alike” (83).

Juan Diego believes in Guadalupe’s authority, and Juan Bernardino is 
cured, giving rise thereby to the Virgin’s fi rst miracle. However, a greater 
miracle occurs when the apparition of Guadalupe brings psychic healing 
for Juan Diego and ultimately for the Nahuatl people. Th e healing of the 
uncle extends to Juan, who “felt much consoled and was left feeling con-
tented” (84). At peace with the knowledge that his uncle had been cured, 
Juan Diego asks the Virgin to send him, with a sign, to the bishop. Th e 
Virgin orders Juan Diego to go to the top of Tepeyac and look for roses to 
cut, gather, and bring to her. She touches the fl owers and makes herself 
present in them, thus inserting herself within the symbolic logic of the 
Indians, for whom fl owers signifi ed truth and dignity (86–88).

Juan Diego, fi lled with faith and resolve, goes to the bishop’s palace. 
Th ere he encounters disrespect and ridicule from the courtiers, yet he 
holds his ground and waits to see the bishop. Siller makes another inter-
esting observation to the eff ect that such a scene is quite common when-
ever an Indian or a poor person is placed in the power of the dominant 
culture. In this particular case, the servants at the bishop’s palace try to 
take away what Juan Diego is holding in his tilma (cloak), but Guadalupe 
had ordered him not to show the fl owers to anyone except the bishop.

Siller sees this attempt to take the fl owers from Juan Diego as sym-
bolic: it is an attempt on the part of the dominant culture to take away 
the Indians’ truth. Th e conquerors and the dominant culture have already 
taken from Juan Diego and his people their land, their goods, their city, 
their form of government, and their reasons for being and acting. Now 
they want to take away Juan Diego’s symbol of truth, that is, all he has 
left. Siller argues that, as a result of the Guadalupe event, it is no longer 
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possible to take the truth away from the indigenous people (93). Rather, it 
is Juan Diego, an Indian, who brings the truth to the Spanish bishop.

After he is made to wait for a long time, the servants inform the bishop 
of Juan Diego’s presence and allow him to enter. Again, Juan Diego relates 
his story. He implies that by doubting him and asking him for a sign, the 
bishop is in fact questioning and demanding a sign from the Virgin. In the 
text, Juan Diego says that the Virgin “sent me up to this hill to get fl owers, 
but I knew it was not the season, yet I did not doubt.” After this statement, 
Juan Diego hands over the proof, the roses, and asks the bishop to take 
them. As the fl owers fall from Juan Diego’s tilma, the fi fth apparition oc-
curs. Th e image of Guadalupe appears imprinted on the tilma. When the 
bishop and those around him see it, they all kneel, admire it, and repent 
for their failure to believe.

Th ere is a given content to Guadalupe, not just whatever one wants 
to think about this event. Memory is carried in memory, just as a couple 
will never forget the beginnings of their relationship, yet their relation-
ship changes over time. It is “cultural” because it has become embedded 
in the totality of the Mexican consciousness and continues to elicit mean-
ing today. Memory does something about defi ning this culture. Carriers 
of culture put emphasis on the memory. Th is holding on to, passing on, 
and reinterpreting the memory is not only an intellectual process but also 
an aff ective one.

Th e practical fundamental theology of Johann Baptist Metz contends 
that memory can be an “expression of eschatological hope” and a “cat-
egory of the salvation of identity.”¹⁷ He further states that “memory is . . . 
of central importance in any theory of history and society as a category 
of persistence to the passage of time.”¹⁸ Th is understanding and applica-
tion of memory provides a model for grasping the impact of the Guada-
lupe event. Our Lady of Guadalupe represents an eschatological hope 
for those who believe in her (Table 2.1). For Hispanic/Latino Catholics, 
to uphold the memory of the Guadalupe event is to show “solidarity in 
memory with the dead and the conquered.”¹⁹

To put it succinctly, cultural memory continues to exist because it 
feeds a basic need for identity, salvation, hope, and resistance to annihi-
lation. Th e cultural memory of the Guadalupe event exists because there 
is a need for it. Th e story speaks of the restoration of human dignity in 
a voice once silenced and now restored. It speaks of the restoration of a 
lost language and a way of perceiving the divine. It speaks of accessing 
lost symbols and transforming them in a new time. Ultimately, it speaks 
and continues to speak of a shared experience of a people—a people who 
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suff er. Th e Guadalupe event resurrected the Nahuatl cultural memory 
at a time when everything in the world of the Nahuatl people had been 
destroyed. By activating their cultural memory, Our Lady of Guadalupe 
empowered and renewed the life of that people.

What characteristics of Nahuatl cultural memory does the Guadalupe 
story activate? Th e following points from the story should be particularly 
noted in this regard. First, Guadalupe speaks not in the language of the 
conquistadors (Spanish) but rather in the language of the conquered, the 
oppressed, the marginalized, and the silenced (Nahuatl). Second, when 
she appears, she presents herself in the symbols of the people. She thus 
uses the symbols of the marginalized and at the same time transforms 
them. Th ird, by utilizing the names of the gods of the Nahuatl people, she 
identifi es herself as uno de ellos (one of them). Consequently, Guadalupe 
calls forth the cultural memory of the people by entering into their his-
tory and incarnating their culture, symbols, and language. In so doing, 
she validates them and gives them a place in the world. She dialogues 
with them and thus empowers them. She restores their dignity and facili-
tates their liberation by demanding that they participate in the reclaiming 
of their own voice. She shows “solidarity in memory with the dead and 
the conquered.” Th is process of empowerment is played out in the person 
of Juan Diego, who represents the oppressed people.

Today, the image of Guadalupe pervades the neighborhoods of over 
twelve million people of Mexican descent in the United States, whether 
as a statue or a painting in a sacred corner of the home or as an image on 
T-shirts, on the sides of buildings, and even on business logos. Her name, 
Guadalupe, is not only bestowed by parents on their children, both girls 
and boys, but also given to parishes and churches, streets and towns, riv-
ers and mountains.

A deeper appreciation of the Guadalupe story as cultural memory 

who? how? what?

—A people carry a memory.
—Memory is also a carrier

—image/story
—celebration/song
—Nican Mopohua
—Basilica of Guadalupe

—Feelings
—Aspirations
—Devotion
—Direction
—Hope

table 2.1. Cultural memory as manifested in Our Lady of Guadalupe
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can be gained through the analysis of Clodomiro Siller, a Mexican priest, 
theologian, and anthropologist. Siller combines his academic work in an-
thropology with extensive pastoral work among the indigenous peoples 
of Mexico.²⁰ His anthropological interests in indigenous peoples, par-
ticularly those who speak Nahuatl, and his theological work are based on 
liberation theology.²¹ Th e primary reason for using Siller’s work is that 
he is among the very few who have attempted to understand the Guada-
lupe event from the viewpoint of the indigenous Nahua rather than the 
perspective of those who are too quick to Christianize the event. What 
follows, therefore, is a close reading of the narrative of the apparition 
with particular emphasis on its meaning within sixteenth-century Na-
huatl culture.

According to Siller, an attempt to read the narrative with a Judeo-
Christian mentality would render it false.²² Such a reading would im-
pose a preconceived meaning on the symbols and, as a result, neglect the 
unique symbolic universe of the Nahuatl people. Th e Nahua themselves 
must function as the principal spokespersons for telling other cultures 
about Nahuatl culture. As is true in all cultures, Nahuatl myths help de-
termine the meaning and signifi cance of their cultural symbols. Th ese 
become multivalent over time. Th e fl ower, for example, represents truth, 
beauty, and authenticity for the Nahua. Th us, Nahuatl mythology holds 
that the truth of all things was brought by the god Quetzalcoatl in the 
form of a fl ower so that humanity could live happily.

Sources of the Narrative
Our Lady of Guadalupe appeared in 1531, ten years after the Spanish Con-
quest. Because her appearance dates from well before the age of newspa-
pers and the mass media, it contrasts radically with other reported ap-
pearances of Christian images, such as that of Lourdes, where the story 
was immediately carried around the world by rail and steamship. Further, 
Guadalupe emerged in a society with an enormous language divide. At 
Lourdes, everyone spoke the same language, and all pilgrims recited one 
and the same story, which revolved around the well-known grotto by the 
river. At Tepeyac, however, a whole world separated the Indians, who 
thought in terms of Tonantzin (Our Mother) and their own traditions, 
and the Spaniards, who thought in terms of the old Marian shrine of Gua-
dalupe in Extremadura (Spain), a well at the base of the hill, and of other 
ancient Marian shrines of Europe as well as the entire Catholic tradition 
regarding the Virgin.
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Although there are diff erent positions with regard to the existence of 
an oral tradition of the Guadalupe event, there is evidence that such a tra-
dition did indeed exist, including Juan Diego’s own testimony, for as long 
as seventeen years after the event itself.²³

From Indian to Indian, from community to community, the word 
spread. What had happened to Juan Diego at Mount Tepeyac be-
gan to be told, along with his adventures in Mexico City, how the 
Virgin had cured his uncle, and the other marvels that took place in 
the presence of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Rapidly, the deeds began 
to enter the traditions of the people.²⁴

In addition, the appearance of Our Lady of Guadalupe in 1531 is recorded 
in an ancient document entitled Nican Mopohua, a copy of which Rodrí-
guez was able to examine in the course of on-site research in March 1986 
at the Institute for Guadalupan Studies in Mexico City. Th e oldest copy 
of the Nican Mopohua was written sometime between 1540 and 1545 by 
the learned Indian convert Antonio Valeriano.²⁵ It should be pointed out, 
however, that some scholars date this report much later, as late as the sev-
enteenth century (1649), and attribute its authorship to Luis Lasso de la 
Vega, a chaplain at the shrine at Tepeyac.²⁶

In the fi rst volume of the Monumentos Guadalupanos, there are two 
ancient copies of the Guadalupan account written by Antonio Valeriano. 
Th e paper is literally worn away in many places, especially the fi rst page. 
Th e second copy, dated about forty years after the fi rst, toward the end of 
the sixteenth century, is written in a far more careful literary style.²⁷ Th e 
earlier version has a spelling and writing style that is characteristic of the 
mid-sixteenth century. In addition, the vocabulary, language, sentence 
structure, and idioms of the two documents are diff erent. Th e earlier doc-
ument is written in a literary style that refl ects the way the Indians spoke 
at the time.²⁸ Th e text used here is the one translated into Spanish by Don 
Primo Feliciano Velázquez in 1926.

Rereading of the Text
A text is true to the extent that it leads one toward further meaning. In 
this section, the meaning of the text/narrative will be discussed. Th e ap-
parition narrative of Our Lady of Guadalupe in the Nican Mopohua be-
gins with the historical context of the event. Th e text reveals that the 
woman, the Virgin Mary, Mother of God, appeared in the setting of the 
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post guerra (1531), ten years after the fi nal conquest of the Aztec Empire 
by the Spaniards in 1521. Our Lady of Guadalupe appeared to Juan Diego 
at Tepeyac in what is today the northern part of Mexico City. At the time 
of the apparition, the Aztec nation had been subordinated into a state of 
alienation, suff ering, and oppression.

Guadalupe reveals herself as coming from “El verdadero Dios por 
quien se vive” (Th e true God through whom one lives). In Nahuatl, this 
phrase served as the name of one of the gods. When the Virgin states that 
she is from the one true God, the God who gives life, the Nahua would 
have recognized this god to be their god.²⁹ Moreover, Guadalupe’s self-
designation as “always Virgin” is Nahuatl for doncella entera, or “whole 
woman,” in Spanish. Virginity was highly valued in Nahuatl culture by 
both men and women. Consequently, they would have looked upon Our 
Lady of Guadalupe as an embodiment of a preconquest value of their cul-
ture.³⁰ Th us, her image represents values esteemed by the Nahua them-
selves. Th is is the story and the image that has been passed on for genera-
tions. Th is holding on to such a dramatic event has preserved indigenous 
elements that were the foci of repression and eradication. It has also per-
sisted as the source of a deeply felt worldview in which hope and faith, in 
the face of incredible devastation, can still fi nd truth.

Th eological Insights
What theological insights can be derived from this cultural memory of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe? To begin with, we would argue that Our Lady of 
Guadalupe represents far more than just compassion, relief, and a means 
for reconciliation between the sixteenth-century Spanish and the indige-
nous peoples. In fact, Virgilio Elizondo has already identifi ed at least four 
powerful theological interpretations of this drama.³¹

First, by identifying herself as “Mother of the true God through 
whom one lives,” Guadalupe identifi es herself with the supreme creative 
power.³²

Second, Guadalupe is a symbol of a new creation, a new people: “Only 
in an event that clearly originated in heaven could the conquest and rape 
of the people of Mexico be reversed and a people be truly proud of their 
new existence.”³³

Th ird, Guadalupe responds to the deepest instincts of the Mexican 
psyche, which Elizondo identifi es as an obsession with legitimacy, that 
is, anxiety about being an orphaned people.³⁴ One could go so far as to 
say that the drama addresses a deeper need for dignity, for restoration of 
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self—a self made in the image and likeness of the Creator. Perhaps most 
signifi cantly, Guadalupe also suggests that the deeper need is to experi-
ence the maternal face of God.

Fourth, Guadalupe symbolizes a reversal of power: “Th e reversal of 
power was not done through military force . . . but through the penetration 
of symbols whose core meaning is somewhat mutually understood.”³⁵

To these interpretations we can add the following four theological and 
anthropological insights. Th e fi rst is that God does care. Th eologically, 
one would say God is faithful to the covenant that promises that God 
is our God and that we are God’s people. Guadalupe constitutes a fur-
ther manifestation of that promise of God. Johann Baptist Metz writes: 

“Christian faith can be understood as an attitude according to which man 
[sic] remembers promises that have been made and hopes that are expe-
rienced as a result of those promises and commits himself [sic] to those 
memories.”³⁶ Such is precisely the case with the devotees of Guadalupe. 
Th rough the process that carries cultural memory, the people remember 
the promises of compassion, help, and defense that Guadalupe has made. 
Because these promises have been made, the people experience hope—a 
hope carried through cultural memory. As a result of these promises, the 
people commit themselves to the Guadalupan memory and image—that 
which can be read, touched, felt, seen, experienced.

Th e second insight is that Guadalupe represents a symbol of death 
and resurrection. In many ways she frees each person to die to the old, 
destructive, and painful life and to believe in new life. When giving pre-
sentations on Guadalupe, Rodríguez suggests to her audience that if they 
are unable to remember a time in their lives when they felt as if they were 
nothing, they will never be able to understand the Guadalupan story. In 
other words, we must remember where we came from, that we are dust, 
that we were slaves in Egypt, that we were oppressed, and that God has 
carried us and will continue to carry us to freedom. Cultural memory 
seals in our minds the stories of those who sought to control and domi-
nate and of those who led the struggle for liberation.

Th e third insight has to do with the example of God, who, in order to 
enter into a divine-human dialogue, was willing to take on human form. 
In the same way, Guadalupe enters into the Nahuatl world, the Mexican 
world, the Mexican American world, the world of those who call out to 
her, believe in her, and trust in her. She comes in a way that the people 
readily understand—clothed in their symbols and embodying their iden-
tity. She accesses and resurrects a memory in cultural stories and truths. 
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She meets the people where they are and leads them to a deeper wisdom. 
She makes use of their symbols, and leads them beyond them.

Th e fourth and fi nal insight is that Guadalupe’s message of love and 
compassion, help and protection, cannot be frozen into a mere devo-
tional experience. Rather, the message has to do with the affi  rmation of 
a people. Ultimately, the drama speaks of unconditional love and a place 
in salvation history.³⁷ Her image is a carrier of eschatological hope inso-
far as the people visit her, look upon her, and know that everything will 
be fi ne. Such knowledge, however, does not mean that nothing further 
is expected of them. On the contrary, she hears, affi  rms, heals, and en-
ables them. Part of the healing, therefore, is a call for them to stand up 
for themselves.

Th ere is so much more that could be passed on about this story, about 
the signifi cance of aff ectivity, about carriers of culture. However, given 
the constraints of the present chapter, we wish to conclude with the fol-
lowing two comments. First, a quotation from poet Baba Dioum that is 
very much to the point: “In the end what will endure is what we love, and 
what we love is what we understand, and what we understand we are 
taught.”³⁸ It is our hope that the message and image of the power and the 
healing of Our Lady of Guadalupe will continue to be loved, understood, 
and taught. Second, although we have identifi ed and described an im-
age that speaks to a depth experience remembered and mediated within 
Mexican American culture, the Christian tradition is ample enough to 
be cross-cultural. Unfortunately, eff orts to be Christian have in many 
ways been attempts to eliminate other cultures. Yet it is clear that the im-
age of Guadalupe not only lies within Christian culture but also reclaims 
and honors the culture of the Mexican American. What would happen 
if Christianity began to reclaim other cultural traditions—such as the 
Celtic, the African, and the Caribbean—that have been similarly elimi-
nated? Perhaps then our brothers and sisters would no longer feel like 
aliens in the Promised Land.

Th eologies are not pure, uncontaminated intellectual enterprises; they 
are infl uenced by a variety of interests. Th ey cannot be intelligently stud-
ied apart from other writings coming out of the same tradition taken 
as a whole. To make complete sense, they have to be contextualized in 
the economic, social, political, and artistic life of the social groups from 
which they sprang.³⁹

In other words, we are all infl uenced by experience. Each person is the 
product of a complex of experiences collected over a lifetime. When a 
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person or a people have had a signifi cant or depth experience, it is often 
embodied and expressed in a symbol. Th e symbol can pull together all 
the aspects of one’s life and elevate the experience to an encounter with 
the divine. Within the Mexican American Catholic experience, the image 
of Our Lady of Guadalupe functions as such a symbol. Th e cultural mem-
ory of the Guadalupe event is a dynamic, diachronic carrier of meaning, 
symbolized in her image. Th rough her story, image, and aff ective infl u-
ence, she carries, by means of cultural memory, the religious-cultural tra-
dition of the Mexican American people. From generation to generation, 
the cultural memory of Guadalupe tells Mexican Americans who they are 
and to whom they belong.

A theology that raises questions of truth, meaning, and aff ectivity is 
imperative for understanding the power behind the story of Our Lady 
of Guadalupe. Her story has threefold signifi cance. First, it serves as the 
foundation of Mexican Christianity: that is, a blending of Christianity 
with indigenous understanding. Second, it provides a connection be-
tween the indigenous and the Spanish cultures.⁴⁰ And fi nally, the story 
anchors and supports an example of cultural memory, an unexplored di-
mension that will be further developed in this book.

Th e Signifi cance of Guadalupe
During her early work on Guadalupe, Jeanette Rodríguez sought to make 
credible the insights of Mexican American women and to place on the 
theological table the discussion of Guadalupe as a credible theological 
source. Discourse about her is signifi cant not only in the category of pop-
ular religion, but in those of revelation and grace as well.

Recently, in a PBS interview, noted religious scholar Huston Smith 
stated that Christianity’s true meaning is expressed in “a living conversa-
tion between the human and the divine that goes on generation after gen-
eration.” Smith’s insight resonated with conversations between Rodríguez 
and Guadalupe devotees, who also assume an active and living conversa-
tion with Guadalupe. Th is conversation is passed on from generation to 
generation, from parent to child, from catechist to believer, from teacher 
to student, from sister to sister, from brother to brother. Cognitively, the 
signifi cance of Guadalupe is that she responds to the deepest desires of 
the Mexican psyche; her iconography contains symbols that the indig-
enous encountered, understood, and honored.

Th e titles Guadalupe used to introduce herself in the offi  cial account of 
the Nican Mopohua—Mother of God, who is the God of Truth; Mother 
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of the Giver of Life; Mother of the Creator; Mother of the One Who 
Makes the Sun and the Earth; Mother of the One Who Is Near—coin-
cide with the names given the ancient Mexican gods.⁴¹ Th e fi ve names of 
the gods were well known to the Nahua. Guadalupe stated who she was 
and where she came from utilizing what the Nahua understood to be the 
operative essence as well as the cosmological and historical dimensions 
of their gods. In a quiet, gentle manner, she enters into the ordinary ex-
periences of the people. Aff ectively, the woman who speaks touches the 
deepest beliefs and longings of the human heart: the desire and need to 
be seen, heard, understood, accepted, embraced, and loved. As the poet 
John Donahue explained, “Unless you see someone in the light of love, 
you don’t see them at all.”⁴² By identifying herself as “Mother of the true 
God through whom one lives,” Guadalupe connects herself with the su-
preme creative power. She is a sign of a new creation, a new people.⁴³

Th e drama of Guadalupe addresses a deep need for dignity and resto-
ration of self—a self that refl ects the image and likeness of the Creator. 
Th e Guadalupe encounter speaks of unconditional love and a people’s 
place in salvifi c history. Perhaps most signifi cantly, it affi  rms a need to 
experience the wholeness of God in the face of patriarchal imperialism.

As an aspect of the face of God that is often associated with the mater-
nal—love, compassion, help, and defense—Guadalupe hears and heals all 
the people’s laments, miseries, and suff erings. Initially, she does not bring 
her presence or message to the center of power and domination, but to 
the poor and abandoned. As the God of Abraham and Sara once did, she 
makes her stand with the “vanquished.” To the oppressed she brings a 
spirit of hope in the presentation of the roses to Juan Diego at a time of 
coldness and barrenness. Her presence is ushered in with music that he 
hears as he approaches. Th is encounter sustains the logical symbolic cul-
ture of the Indian, since for the Nahua, fl ower and song together manifest 
the presence of the divine.

How is this message of 1531 transmitted to us today in the fi rst decade 
of the twenty-fi rst century? Wherever there are crucifi ed peoples and 
pharaohs standing on the necks of the oppressed, there will be a need to 
hear the signifi cant message of Guadalupe. From the midst of the poor 
(personifi ed in Juan Diego) comes our call to conversion and faith. To 
believe in Guadalupe is to believe in the poor and the God who stands 
among them. Let us examine more closely the message, then and now 
(Table 2.2).

Th e Guadalupe message then and now calls for a response: a response 
of faith, conversion, and participatory transformation. Th e encounter is 
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a transhistorical moment in which God, who is both father and mother, 
addresses the devotees and encourages their hearts to be moved toward 
healing, reconciling, sustaining, and loving.

Th e Guadalupe event is rooted in history. It has a given content. From 
the onset of her work on Guadalupe, Rodríguez identifi ed Guadalupe as 
a cultural memory. Cultural memory is contained in the image of Guada-
lupe itself; it is recorded in the Nahuatl document entitled Nican Mopo-
hua (Here It Is Told). Memories are not limited to the written word. Th ey 
live and are expressed in a historical reality. Th e memory of Guadalupe 
is carried and transmitted in the stories the people share, in the devo-
tions that express their faith in her, and in their celebrations of her. Th eir 
remembering and evoking is mainly a matter of feelings and aspirations, 
of searching for hope and strength. A memory like Guadalupe is car-
ried by a people in their historical, social, and political world. Th is mem-
ory of Guadalupe passes on the values of self-worth and appreciation of 
one’s own language, culture, and tradition. Th e image and message of 

the significance of the 
guadalupe message—1531

the significance of the 
guadalupe message—2005

a. Calls for the restoration of the 
dignity of the indigenous people 
dominated by the Spanish Conquest 
of present-day Mexico

b. Sought to overturn the indigenous 
experience from one of destruction 
and death due to the conquest to 
one of participation in a new world 
that gives life and freedom to all

c. Introduced the mediation of an 
ordinary layperson, Juan Diego 
(who, in this case, represents a 
people who are dying), who played 
an irreplaceable role as one who 
ushered in a new order for Church 
and society

a. Calls for the restoration of 
the dignity of those crushed 
by sustained domination and 
oppression in whatever form it 
takes: intrapsychic (i.e., internal 
anxieties, confl icts, doubts), 
interpersonal, political, social, 
religious, gender, sexual orientation

b. Seeks to overturn, change, challenge 
those contexts of destruction and 
death due to sustained oppression in 
the hopes of contributing to a world 
that gives life and freedom to all

c. Challenges the Juan Diegos among 
ordinary laypersons/women/
minorities to usher in a new order 
for Church and society

Source: Benedictine sisters of Guadalupe, Cuernavaca, Mexico, personal 
communication, 1996.

table 2.2. Th e Guadalupe message: Th en and now
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Guadalupe, therefore, are vehicles for cultural memory. As cultural mem-
ory, Guadalupe evokes an aff ectivity that bonds individuals not only to 
her but to each other, thus becoming a key element in the calling together 
of a community of people, “un pueblo” (Figure 2.1). Th is grasping of, pass-
ing on, and reinterpreting the memory is both an intellectual and an af-
fective process.

Th e cultural memory of the Guadalupe event continues to exist after 
the historical moment because it continues to inform the need for iden-
tity, hope, and resistance to the external forces that work to annihilate dif-
ference. Th e Guadalupe story speaks of the restoration of human dignity 

figure 2.1. Contemporary tattoo of Our Lady of Guadalupe, 
Blood Reserve, Canada
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in a voice once silenced and now reestablished. Th is dignity and voice are 
restored through a faith claim that both connects with the “other” and 
challenges us to a more inclusive openness regarding the revelation of 
God and the complexity of being human.

In the Hebrew scriptures, God is faithful to the covenant with a people 
once caught in slavery by dominant powers—a covenant that repeatedly 
affi  rms the people’s relationship with an eminent and loving God. Simi-
larly, Guadalupe also refl ects this biblical covenant. Guadalupe appears, 
remains present, and promises to respond to one’s suff ering, misery, and 
lamentations when one calls upon her, trusts her, and loves her.

Her message reminds all oppressed and marginalized people that the 
manifestation of the divine takes a stand with them and shows them 
love, compassion, help, and defense. Th e Guadalupe event, memory, and 
story recall who Mexicans are as a people, how they have been oppressed, 
and how God sides with all the poor and calls us all to liberation and 
healing.⁴⁴
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In the early evening, as the hot desert air slowly 
cooled, we gathered with the Yaqui in their dirt-fl oored 

temple. Women with shawls over their heads sat toward the back, men 
toward the front of the building. Everything about the structure seemed 
from another era: the whitewashed adobe, crudely repaired in places; its 
rustic look; the array of icons and statues. Th e drumming was slow and 
rhythmic, the people, serious and focused. Th e Maestro began the song, 
and the women, with the ends of their shawls covering their mouths, re-
sponded in chant. It is a chant style that is heard today wherever Indians 
gather, that seemingly tonal mantra that is part of the spirit tradition. 
However, as we sat and listened, we suddenly realized that the chants 
were real words, and they were in Latin—a Latin neither of us had ever 
heard. Rather, it was an ancient Latin of the sort taught in the sixteenth 
century. And here, in the contemporary Yaqui village of Guadalupe, Ari-
zona, fi ve hundred years of time were swept away.

Yaqui Cosmology: An Etic¹ Interpretation
In this chapter, we approach the enigma of memory in a manner that 
highlights the power of culture as an organizer of resistance. We fi nd the 
case study of the Yaqui to be one of special interest precisely because of 
their structures for enculturating secrecy that resist forces of assimila-
tion. “Trained observers,” writes the historian Th omas R. McGuire, “in-
variably argue that Yaquis have successfully battled repeated attempts . . . 
to destroy their ritual expressions, co-opt their political institutions, and 
control their productive land.”² Th is survival success, according to ethno-
historian Th omas Sheridan, is based on a persistent identity system that is 
composed of (1) a cohesive sense of collective identity, and (2) the individ-
ual relationship with, or participation in, that collective identity.³ Th e soli-
darity of the Yaqui “is refl ected clearly in their ritual and religious life. . . . 

3. The Power of Secrecy and Ceremony
yaqui resistance and spirituality
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Th e Yaqui . . . are reluctant to say much about religion or ritual.”⁴ Tightly 
guarded traditions, clothed in centuries of repression and pogroms of 
ethnocide⁵ and genocide,⁶ continue to give meaning, vitality, and identity 
to the Yaqui people.

Our initial project envisioned us describing in some detail the Deer 
Dance and the religious ceremonies of the Guadalupe Yaqui community 
outside Phoenix, Arizona. But when the Yaqui leadership invited us to 
their Our Lady of Guadalupe celebration and an Easter celebration, they 
requested two things of us: (1) that we enter as fully as we could into their 
celebrations, and (2) that we not write about them. It slowly unfolded 
for us, then, that the very beautiful events we had witnessed, and par-
ticipated in as best we could, were essentially the fruits of centuries of 
complex interfamilial structures. Th e whole ceremonial cycle was based 
on discrete elements that were the properties⁷ of certain alliances. Th e 
power of keeping those intact, and separate, relied on “secrets,” secrets 
that survived centuries of abuse, ethnocide, slavery, and displacement, 
and maintained a constant identity as “Yaqui.”

Th is chapter will continue our investigation of cultural memory as a 
means of resistance based on a faith response to colonialism. Since we 
do maintain that spirituality forms the very grounding for cultural mean-
ing, our work here centers on the ritual performances that reveal deeply 
held convictions. Moreover, the complexity of the structures that exist 
today must be fi rmly grasped as the product of a historical encounter. 
For the Yaqui, the fateful point in history that has become their hori-
zon for memory is concretized in the missionary activity of the Jesuits 
four hundred years ago. Th erefore, this chapter begins with a historical 
overview of sixteenth-century Jesuit activities and proceeds through the 
Jesuits’ historical encounter—and the consequences of that encounter—
with the Yaqui.

Th e purpose of this chapter is not to divulge the secrets of the Yaqui 
rituals, nor is it to contextualize and explain Yaqui ideology in such a 
manner that Western empiricism can claim knowledge or ownership of it 
as another scientifi c “trophy.” We insist that the sense of a people’s sacred-
ness is a precious trust that ought not to be placed into a science-biased 
milieu. We approach the rituals, ceremonies, and religion of the Yaqui 
people with respect and awe, and we acknowledge that their mysteries 
must remain the sole property of their own worldview. Rather, the pur-
pose of this chapter is to connect the concept of cultural memory to the 
structures of secrecy and ceremony as they (1) form the ideology of the 
Yaqui worldview, and (2) contextualize the identity and the resistance to 
assimilation of the contemporary residents of Guadalupe village.
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McGuire quite astutely observes that “Yaqui rituals are expressly de-
signed to attract an audience . . . and even when neighbors have no desire 
to attend . . . they cannot avoid them. . . . Th ese performances do tell the 
audience how to act and how not to. And there are sanctions for those 
who transgress the accepted limits of behavior during rituals and during 
ceremonial seasons.”⁸ As outsiders, we experienced a spirituality that has 
a public aspect, but whose basis is shrouded in a veil that must remain 
impervious to non-Yaqui curiosity. So while broad strokes can be given 
here, the real focus of our work on this element of cultural memory rests 
on examination of Yaqui history and of the continuation of the cycle of 
being Yaqui that remains today. And that cycle rests in a profound man-
ner on the power of secrecy to maintain ethnic boundaries.

Our world is one that is fi rmly rooted in a cosmology that assumes a 
democracy and a public forum, in other words, a sharing of knowledge. 
Th is creates a worldview that knowledge is public, that it is a commod-
ity to be brokered, bought, or acquired as something everyone (theoreti-
cally) has an equal opportunity to grasp. Our attempt to delve into the 
construction of a cosmology that is both resistant to change yet capable 
of co-existing in a Westernized cosmology leads us fi rst to make appar-
ent our own cosmological constructions and assumptions, which fl ow 
from a historical foundation based on expansionism and control. Our 
cosmology diff ers substantially from the Yaqui cosmology, which is best 
revealed through dramatic rites that maintain autonomy and community 
cohesiveness. A historical perspective on the Yaqui people and their en-
counter with the Jesuits in the sixteenth century is vital to understanding 
this point.

Jesuits
Th e contemporary coalescence of the pre-Columbian worldview with 
that of the European Jesuits of the sixteenth century is an important ele-
ment of Yaqui cosmology to understand. Th e Jesuits were a fairly new re-
ligious order in the sixteenth century, formed as a response to Protestant 
reformations. Th e thrust of the founder, Ignatius of Loyola, was to form a 
group of highly mobile, disciplined, and well-educated priests (and broth-
ers) who could revive a faltering postmedieval Catholic Church. Each Je-
suit underwent extensive and special training to become a priest and to 
be missioned to a work of the Society of Jesus (Jesuits).

I will ask Our Lord that I be able to hear his call . . . in the fi rst part, 
I put myself into a mythical situation. I imagine a human leader . . . 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   37 3/20/07   11:01:58 PM



38 cultural memory

his address to all people rings out in words like these: “I want to 
overcome all diseases, all poverty, all ignorance, all oppression and 
slavery, in short, all the enemies of mankind.” . . . Persons of great 
heart are set on fi re with zeal to follow Jesus Christ . . . [and they] 
will not only off er themselves entirely for such a mission, but will act 
against anything that would make their response less than total.⁹

Th is passage was the guiding meditation for Jesuits on any mission. A 
number of recent studies have sought to understand and to critique the 
Jesuit-Indian relationships in the Americas, but few have come to grips 
with the importance of the Jesuits’ total commitment to giving one’s self, 
heart and mind, to the people of the world.¹⁰ Most of these studies tend 
to use materialistic structural models as a basis for all human interac-
tions, thus missing the fervor and the absolute conviction that “Satan” 
was alive and at war with the “forces of good” in the world that impelled 
these Jesuits to live such lives on the edge. Th e conviction that salvation 
of the soul rested upon knowledge of Jesus in the heart helps us to sense 
the melding of Indian and Catholic aff ective knowledge. It was a warrior 
image that allowed the Indians to forge an alliance with the Jesuit reality 
of spiritual forces.¹¹

Th e point of this description of Jesuit spirituality is that each Jesuit 
sent to the Yaqui missions had undergone this formation. Each saw him-
self as living under the knightly warrior “Standard of Christ,” impelled to 

“fi ght for the forces of good.” People who did not “know God as revealed 
by Jesus” could not feel God’s full goodness or share completely in the 
happiness of this world.¹² Th e Jesuits were as convinced of their visions 
as the Indians were of theirs. Th ey were also certain that their words and 
actions turned wine and bread into the body and blood of Jesus, that bap-
tism took away the stain of original sin, that they could forgive sins in the 
name of God, and that the other sacraments that they carried with them 
held the key to being fully and completely in union with God. Little won-
der, then, that they could compete with the overt powers of traditional 
Yaqui shamans.

Th e language Ignatius used in his autobiography and in the Spiritual 
Exercises is meant to touch both the heart and the mind. Certainly, if 
one’s heart is closed to this kind of language or untouched by previous 
exposure to such a style of expression, it may all seem pretty “bizarre,” 
as one of our colleagues once commented. It must be emphasized that 
religious behavior is a refl ection “of human creativity fi ltered through 
language and culture (and not in terms of rational functionalism).”¹³ Th e 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   38 3/20/07   11:01:58 PM



the power of secrecy and ceremony 39

decisive notion that the Jesuits took with them as they spread out of Eu-
rope and into the Americas was that the soul and body were interlocked 
and that it was imperative to transform the economic and social order 
(of whatever cultures they encountered) in order for spiritual progress to 
occur. Th at ideology lies within their language of formation and in their 
myths of their founder and icon, Ignatius.

Th ere is always the danger of either demonizing or sanctifying the en-
counters of mission groups with indigenous people. Whole systems of 
cultural knowledge have been lost because of the pernicious and arro-
gant ways of many missionary groups. Languages have been lost, customs 
forgotten, and important healing traditions lost to time. Th e fact that 
(1) Yaqui continues to be a primary language among the people in ques-
tion here; (2) dance and ritual forms that are hundreds of years old con-
tinue to be used; (3) Indian and Catholic motifs are fused into a unifi ed 
ritual pattern; and (4) the people themselves, spread now from southern 
Mexico to Arizona, continue to identify as one people strongly indicates 
that an underlying structure exists that does not rely on the presence of 
any Catholic priest or “offi  cial clergy” per se. And this, it appears, is fi rmly 
based on the original fusion of aboriginal worldviews with presuppres-
sion Jesuit sensibilities.

What is germane to the nexus between the Yaqui people and the Jesuit 
priests of the sixteenth century is the search for a perfect world, a quest 
that has been described as “the daydream for a better life.”¹⁴ Ludo Abicht 
notes that Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, took the glorifi ca-
tion of a knightly past and created a fundamental renovation of religious 
life based on Augustine’s idea of “the City of God.” Augustine, sometimes 
referred to as the “theologian of the heart,” contrasted the ideas of the 
City of Man, built on love of self to the contempt of God, to those of the 
City of God, built on the love of God to the contempt of self.¹⁵ Augustine 
believed that the heart needed to be perfected before it could enter the 
City of God. Th e heart is the organ that has the capacity to grasp intelli-
gible light, through which truth is seen. It became the compelling motive 
for Ignatius and the Jesuits to bring the Light of the World, the Logos of 
God as known in the incarnation of Jesus, to the City of Man.

Instead of supporting the revolt of poor peasants, Ignatius put his trust 
and eff orts into the long-term, in-depth activity of an elite corps of spe-
cially trained militants who possessed the knowledge to translate their 
mystical commitment into eff ective action.¹⁶ Th e fact that these militants 
had such an impact on the Yaqui people, and were seen by “both friends 
and foes . . . as they would a shaman, a person with an unusual ability to 
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manipulate spiritual forces,”¹⁷ must be viewed in the context of Ignatius’s 
original ideas. Furthermore, the Jesuits were also impacted by the “in-
creasing secularization that not only broke the medieval hegemony of the 
Catholic Church, but also had its eff ects upon that order which was striv-
ing foremost for the reunifi cation of Christianity around Christ and His 
Church.”¹⁸ To appreciate the dynamics of the vision and the heart training 
that the Jesuits brought to the Yaqui, an understanding of Jesuit founda-
tional myths and their manner of training its members is important.¹⁹

Th e Jesuit Worldview
Much of what we now assume to be the “proper” manner of observing 
and commenting on landforms was invented, or culturally constructed, 
fi ve hundred years ago. When the “New World” was “discovered” by Eu-
ropean explorers, they needed to formulate new ways to describe the in-
teraction between environment and cultures. Scientifi c observers sepa-
rated the land from the biota (i.e., the vegetation and animals that inhabit 
the land), and the land and the biota from the people. One person, the 
Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún (1499?–1590), attempted to unify 
the sciences as “cultural landscape.” His discoveries were suppressed by 
the Inquisition.²⁰

Perhaps the most signifi cant scientist of the age of discovery, the Jesuit 
José de Acosta (1540–1600), published a compilation of his work, Historia 
natural y moral de las Indias, in 1590. Th is groundbreaking New World 
science volume remained in continuous print in twenty-fi ve languages for 
over two hundred years. In it, Acosta demonstrated that America was in-
tegral to the world as a whole. America was formed, Acosta wrote, of the 
four elements, like the rest of the earth, and the indigenous people were 
human, with their own place in history.²¹

Th e basic knowledge of Catholicism delivered to the Yaqui was the 
result of revolutionary, innovative, and controversial techniques devised 
by Jesuits. According to Michael V. Angrosino, missionary policy of the 
Jesuit order had evolved from the notions of “imposition” and “transla-
tion” to the concepts of “adaptation” and “accommodation” to the host 
culture.²² It was necessary for the Jesuits to learn the language of the peo-
ple of the various tribes and to interpret European theological concepts 
using Indian cultural concepts. Th ey adapted Catholic images and rituals 
to merge with Indian images and rites.²³ Th e intensive linguistic, ethno-
graphic, and theological work of these sixteenth- to seventeenth-century 
Jesuits became the basis for the Jesuit missions through the nineteenth 
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century.²⁴ Edward H. Spicer, for example, notes that there is “little record 
of breaking up of Yaqui ceremonies [by the Jesuits]. Rather, the tendency 
was to discuss ceremonies and to suggest Christian interpretations.”²⁵

Historical Context
In what is now the state of Sonora, Mexico, the group of indigenous peo-
ple now referred to as the Yaqui lived in over eighty rancherías covering 
over 3,500 miles of land, and supporting over thirty thousand individu-
als.²⁶ Th ese horticultural²⁷ people subsisted in the area for thousands of 
years. Th eir cosmology was one of a deeply held animism, that is, a rela-
tionship with all elements of the landscape as active moral agents. Much 
like contemporary horticultural people, their cycle of life depended on 
both concern for all life and observance of rites that kept the balance be-
tween plants, animals, waters, rocks and minerals, and the skies in har-
mony. Th ey did not focus on controlling the hostility of nature, but rather 
sought to understand the sacredness of land and its processes, acting as 
stewards for creation. Th eir cosmology, in essence, emerged from the 
world they had created through centuries of cultural adaptations that 
would ensure each generation’s optimal adaptation to the environment.

Yet, their world, too, was being drastically altered by world events. Th e 
conquest-invasion by the Spaniards into what is now Mexico had been 
dramatic. Th e Aztec Empire to the south crumbled by 1519, as horses 
and new trade goods overwhelmed thousands of years of relative stabil-
ity. Perhaps most dramatic for even the most remote tribal people at this 
time (the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) was the sudden and seem-
ingly uncontrollable spread of new diseases. According to Daniel Reff , 
between “1591 and 1638, then, roughly two-thirds of the mission popula-
tion of Northwest New Spain died; some 200,000 native converts in all.”²⁸ 
Although the census records from established missions produced these 
data, the diseases preceded the advances of the missions and any direct 
Spanish contact. In fact, the fi rst Jesuits in the Yaqui area of Mexico (An-
drés Pérez de Ribas and Tomás Basilio) report that they encountered an 
epidemic of cocoliztli (smallpox) that could have killed as many as twenty 
thousand Yaqui only a few years prior to the arrival of the Spaniards.

According to Edward Spicer,²⁹ the Yaqui fi rst encountered Spanish 
slave raiders around 1533.³⁰ Th is encounter, as well as many during the 
next eighty-four years, failed to dominate the Yaqui, who were quite 
adept at fi elding thousands of warriors against repeated Spanish mili-
tary sorties and repelling the attempted conquests. Th e fi rst Jesuit to the 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   41 3/20/07   11:01:59 PM



42 cultural memory

region, Andrés Pérez de Ribas, whose history of the early missions of 
New Spain is fi lled with ethnographic details, wrote: “Th e Yaquis had 
little contact with the Mayos, or any other nation, their ferocity making 
them much feared and isolated.”³¹ Finally, in 1617, after hearing reports 
of the Jesuits’ new farming techniques, the Yaqui made a bargain: if the 
Spaniards promised to cease hostilities, they would accept the Jesuits on 
their land.³² According to Pérez de Ribas, they were warmly accepted, and 
soon combined the eighty rancherías into eight towns. Th us ensued 120 
years of Jesuit presence, and relative peace.

Oh, if only it were that easy! Missions and the change they bring are 
rarely, if ever, passive negotiations. And certainly, with a group as fi ercely 
independent as the Yaqui, who were noted for their bravery, warrior 
instincts and cults, and consistent ability to turn back Spanish incur-
sions,³³ no ground was given that did not become fused with links to pre-
colonial Yaqui identity. Indeed, these were and are not now a group of soft-
spoken, meek people; as Pérez de Ribas points out, he was initially taken 
aback by their “rudeness in manner, so diff erent from the moderation of 
other Indian nations.” Even their name means, literally, “He Who Talks 
by Shouting.”³⁴

Th us, we insist that the consistent evidence for the pride, the organiza-
tion, and the vastness of the Yaqui identity extends back centuries before 
contact with Europeans. However, real crises were occurring among the 
people as the seventeenth century dawned. Besides the ravage of human 
disease, there was also the pressure of Spanish expansionism, warfare 
with other tribes, and the need to continue to plant and harvest their 
crops and remain an organized political body. Th e rancherías, organized 
under principal caciques, seem to have been experiencing a serious prob-
lem with consistent leadership; or, as Reff  points out, disease and warfare 
may have taken out many of the principal chiefs.³⁵ Th is left a void in an 
era of great uncertainties and change. It was into this moment of oppor-
tunity that the Jesuits entered in 1617.

Th e Yaqui were a shaman-centered people who recognized a wide va-
riety of supernatural specialists, including diagnosticians, curers, and 
dancers.³⁶ At the heart of keeping the cosmos in balance were what the 
Spanish termed hechiceros, or “medicine men/women.”³⁷ Pérez de Ribas 
recounts that many of these hechiceros were women, and they seemed to 
have a great deal of power within the group.³⁸ Th e Yaqui worldview ac-
cepted the role of visionaries and people gifted in spiritual powers. Th eir 
acceptance of the Jesuits, who specialized in religion and spirituality, may 
be traced to the Yaqui expectations of shaman consciousness. Th e fact 
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that the Jesuits did not marry, wore distinctive black robes and crosses, 
and carried no weapons made them diff erent from the other Spaniards. 
Evidently sensitive to the egalitarian nature of Yaqui society, and display-
ing high regard for women and children, the Jesuits “off ered nearly as 
many opportunities for women to be active in the new Church organiza-
tion as for men, and there were important places for children as well as 
adults.”³⁹ Th us, ceremonial organization became centered in sisterhoods, 
brotherhoods, special fraternities and sodalities, choirs, and important 
leadership roles for laypeople.⁴⁰

Th e Mission to the Yaqui
History of the Triumphs of Our Holy Faith against the Most Barbarous 
and Fierce People of the New World, by Pérez de Ribas (1644), is regarded 
as a textbook on the early missions in New Spain. Pérez de Ribas, one of 
the fi rst Jesuits to work with the tribal people of Sinaloa, spoke a num-
ber of Indian languages.⁴¹ A gifted writer, musician, and organizer, he re-
counted his own deep fears of being killed, and his many “triumphs.” He 
began a process of consolidating the eighty original rancherías into eight 
large pueblos. By 1623, thirty thousand Yaqui had been baptized, and by 
1645, Yaqui fi estas and celebrations incorporated organ music as well as 
choruses, trumpets, violins, oboes, fl utes, and dances. He instituted a re-
ligious-political order in which Indians took leadership roles, including 
sacristans and maestros (teachers).⁴²

Among the Yaqui, this melding of indigenous and Catholic elements 
is revealed as well in their belief that “the Lord came into Yaqui country 
long before the Spaniards. . . . He cured people. Because he was so suc-
cessful in this the people called him Salvador Maestro.”⁴³ It is also inter-
esting that Pérez de Ribas was deeply moved by all the crosses that the 
people carried when he fi rst came into the country.⁴⁴

Th is sort of alliance and the accommodation and interpretation of cul-
ture were important aspects of Jesuit-Indian relations in their fi rst en-
counters. Th ough practiced with varying degrees of success, they did 
mark a consistent pattern in mission ideology for some time.

Th e Jesuit-Yaqui alliances that resulted in the eight towns also inte-
grated the Yaqui religious structure into four “cults,” or specialized cer-
emonial activities. According to Spicer, these were connected to tribal 
territories that were infused with sacred entities from the mythological 
past.⁴⁵ Th ese cults—El Señor (Jesus), the Virgin (Land), the Dead, and 
Guadalupe (associated with the Coyote Clan)⁴⁶—heightened the “Yaquis’ 
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consciousness of being a nation. . . . Together with their strenuous eff orts 
to keep the Spanish out of the mission communities, the missionaries 
strengthened the Yaqui conviction that they, the Yaquis, held exclusive 
rights to the land, water, and resources of the Yaqui territory. Sent by the 
Crown to Hispanicize the Yaquis, the Jesuits taught and encouraged them 
to defy the secular Spanish authorities instead.”⁴⁷

In just over 120 years, the Yaqui enclave fl ourished and became a de-
fi ning force in Jesuit missions, arts, and education. Th e Jesuit schools 
opened in conjunction with the Yaqui taught the arts and languages, in-
cluding Latin, and sent those who excelled to colleges in Mexico City.⁴⁸ 
Th eir emphasis on creativity and a degree of independence was unusual 
in the hierarchical church.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Jesuits estab-
lished a series of reducciones,⁴⁹ devised to accomplish the transformation 
of the souls of Indians into Christians through programs of social and 
educational modifi cation. While anti-clerics and Enlightenment thinkers 
such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Chateaubriand praised these works 
as “triumphs to humanity,” “one of the most beautiful works ever accom-
plished by man,” and examples of the compatibility of “religion and hu-
manity,”⁵⁰ the power that the Jesuits developed through them was threat-
ening to church and state. When the Bourbons took control of European 
monarchies, the resistance of the Jesuits to enslavement of Indians be-
came a source of real consternation. Spain demanded their expulsion, 
and in 1767, the Jesuits of New Spain were ordered to leave. In quick or-
der, the Yaqui experienced incursions of ranchers and miners, and then 
successive attempts to enslave, expel, annihilate, assimilate, and destroy 
them as a tribal group, a systematic repression played out over the next 
three hundred years.⁵¹

Yaqui Enslavement and Exile
Th e consistent eff orts by the Mexican government to attain Yaqui lands 
and to incorporate the Yaqui into Mexican culture met resistance at every 
turn. Steven Lutes glibly writes that the “Yaqui are fi ercely autonomous.”⁵² 
Th e Mexican government felt this in the rebellion of 1740, again in the 
1824 attempt to survey the land for taxation purposes, and in the Ban-
deras rebellion (1824–1832).⁵³ Further clashes with Mexico occurred in 
1852 and, during the attempt to colonize Yaqui territory, between 1857 and 
1876. Using some military methods learned from the brief intervention of 
the French (1863), the Yaqui mounted another rebellion during that time. 
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Th is was met with extreme punishment; many Yaqui were burned alive or 
forced into labor in mines and on plantations.⁵⁴

Th e following years, up through 1901, were years of regular confl ict and 
attempts to force the Yaqui to divide communal lands. Some of the great 
leaders of this time, such as Cajeme and Tetbiate, commanded large rebel 
forces determined to preserve Yaqui autonomy. Th e execution of both of 
these leaders led to further consolidation of Mexican power over the Ya-
qui. Cycles of persecution and intensifi cation of resistance followed. Th e 
governor of the territory in 1906, Rafael Izabel, instituted a reign of terror 
in which many Yaqui were murdered, and most others were deported to 
work in terrible conditions in the Yucatán. Th ese slave camps were de-
plorable, but many Yaqui managed to escape to Arizona and the Sierra 
Madre Occidental. Still, over half of the Yaqui population was deported 
and sent to labor camps, eff ectively breaking the active resistance of the 
Yaqui people in Mexico. Yet they continued to resist assimilation.

Th e eff ectiveness of this group of Indians in maintaining organization 
and resistance is based on “a political and military organization inter-
twined with religious societies.”⁵⁵ Th is structure, typically centered on the 

“gobernadores, captains of war, and temastián or sacristan,”⁵⁶ had its roots 
in the aforementioned melding of precontact and early Jesuit accommo-
dations, and is fi rmly planted in the ethnic confi guration of the Yaqui. 
Around 1890, a group of fl eeing Yaqui entered the area referred to as the 
Western Canal, near present-day Phoenix, to escape the hostilities of the 
Mexican government. A Franciscan priest, Fr. Lucius, helped the group 
negotiate for forty acres (La Cuarenta), which is the present-day village 
of Guadalupe. It is noted in the Guadalupe history that the leading Yaqui 
positions at that time were those of the Maestro and the Captain of the 
Caballeros.⁵⁷ Th is village is where we came to visit, to observe, and to be 
a part of the Yaqui life as it is lived today.

Guadalupe, Arizona, in the Twenty-fi rst Century
At the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, English is the offi  cial lan-
guage of Arizona. Newspapers recount the modern-day vigilantes that 
patrol the Mexican border there, attempting to keep “aliens” out of the 
land. In Phoenix, Hum-vees, Jaguars, Porsches, and BMWs fi ll the streets; 
the city abounds with tourists, with wealth, with every contrivance of 
postindustrial society, and with capital opulence. Yet, just on the outskirts 
of the city, not far from the university, is the village of Guadalupe. Turning 
off  the interstate and onto Priest Drive, one suddenly enters a diff erent, 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   45 3/20/07   11:01:59 PM



46 cultural memory

slower, older world, with tiendas (small stores), dirt roads, small adobe 
and wood homes, and chickens and dogs running in the streets. Here, 
English is not spoken, and all the small streets, all the roads, seem to lead 
to the dirt and sod plaza; on one side is the old Yaqui temple and next to 
it, the newer Our Lady of Guadalupe Church.

While this enclave is accessible, with a large “Welcome” signpost on 
the outskirts, actually entering into the milieu is not so easy. Jeanette Ro-
dríguez, for example, attempted to get permission to do research here for 
over two years. It was not until Ted Fortier called on a personal friend, 
Rev. Dave Meyers, the fi rst Jesuit in over two hundred years to come back 
to work with the Yaqui, that an invitation was extended. As Fr. Meyers ex-
plained, the people have been exploited not just by Mexican and Ameri-
can governments, but also by a steady stream of social scientists. Th ey 
come into the villages, extract their information, and then publish their 
fi ndings. Moreover, all too often, they reveal secrets, break confi dences, 
and just plain get things wrong. Furthermore, Fr. Meyers insisted that we 
not use his name as an entry into the community. “Please do not use my 
name when working with the Yaqui,” he wrote to us. “It is not my place 
to be determining, much less altering, Yaqui sensitivities to the outside 
world. My place is to follow, not to lead. Please do not take advantage of 
my thirty years of work here, and my heartfelt convictions.” So, yes, come 
down, we are told, but come down to pray and to participate.

“Come down to pray with us,” is the invitation we receive. For people 
raised in the Western tradition of set prayer times, and certain protocols 
for leadership, liturgy, and place of worship, this could be an intimidating 
setup. Th ere is, in the dominant cultures of the West, a very set demarca-
tion between the sacred and the secular, between prayer time and work 
time. However, as understood by the Yaqui, as we learned, to “come and 
pray,” means to live, walk, talk, and be present to the everyday rhythms 
of life on the Cuarenta. All of life is cloaked in a conscious attitude of 
spirituality that fl ows through the work, the social interactions, the fam-
ily bonds, the formal and informal moments of worship. Moreover, all 
of this takes a time from hundreds of years ago and reproduces it in the 
present.

What we term “secrecy” is fundamental to this coherency and consis-
tency in the reproduction of memory. In Victor Turner’s classic text on 
the interpretation of symbols,⁵⁸ using informants, analysis, observation, 
and other methods, Turner was able to disentangle the webs of meaning 
and connections of Ndembu rituals. For the generations of other structur-
ally trained social scientists, it seemed as if the most arcane and private 
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areas of any society should be analyzable, and open to interpretations. 
What occurs in this manner of penetrating the veil of cultural properties 
is a reduction to elemental forms of knowledge that can then be discussed 
in learned papers. Th e left brain, as it were, appropriates images, feelings, 
experiences of the right brain, and attempts to reproduce these elements 
in the vernacular of the researcher. However, in the translation, the cul-
turally specifi c, nuanced, and particular meaning becomes a marketable 
item. To carry this analogy a bit further, we came to appreciate that there 
are “words” that we can never know. We could be present at the Yaqui 
ceremonies, but we could not record or photograph them.

Our fi rst entry into the world of Yaqui memory and continuity was 
the Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe (December 12). Th e leader of Los 
Miembros de la Virgen continues the role that has been in existence since 
Pérez de Ribas fi rst entered the Yaqui River area in 1617. He has the role, 
along with his wife and family, of organizing the fi estas of the Virgin and 
of continuing the ceremonies. As with all the Yaqui leaders we met, the 
family language spoken is Yaqui, while in the larger community Spanish 
is spoken, and, fi nally, English where they work. Th ese spheres of percep-
tion, formulated by the diverse language competencies, keep the people 
connected to the wider Yaqui community throughout Arizona and the 
Southwest; enable them to fl ow in and out of the Mexican communities, 
a necessary key to their survival over the past hundred years; and allow 
them to articulate with the dominant culture for wage-paying jobs and for 
basic services. As is so important with all cultural groups, however, the 
primacy of the native Yaqui language in the homes ensures that specifi c 
knowledge remains the sole realm of that discourse. Th is in itself main-
tains a boundary of secrecy from all of those who need translation.

Th e role of Maestro (teacher) is one that is also ancient for the Ya-
qui, and it continues to have a great deal of importance. Before the rein-
troduction of Jesuits, and during the times when the clergy was banned 
from Mexico, the Maestro led the community’s religious rituals and pre-
sided over the organization of the various cults. On this celebration of 
Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Maestro leads the chanting of the Miembros 
(members). He is joined by the Cantoras, another ancient tradition, this 
one of women choir members. And, as the chants proceed, we realize 
that the songs are from the old Roman breviary and are in ancient Latin. 
As the ceremony continues, we become aware of the sound of dance bells 
and rattles right outside the temple; there, in the open plaza, Matachín 
dancers, a society of men and boys who have taken special vows to the 
Virgin, are dancing the Gloria Patri at the end of each psalm.
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Th is is not a one-hour or a one-day event. Th e feast is celebrated over 
four days, including masses in individual homes and the sharing of meals. 
Even the ancient site of Tepeyac, where the Virgin appeared to Juan Di-
ego outside of Mexico City (in 1519), has been re-created. Here, the peo-
ple gather to spend the night, to continue to pray, chant, dance, and to 
await the dawn and greet the Virgin. Th ere are processions on the day 
of the feast, with honored men and women taking turns carrying the 
statue of Guadalupe through the town and to people’s homes to honor 
her. Again, there are more masses in individual homes. And again, the 
Pascolas (old men who imitate animals of the forest), the Matachíns, and 
the well-known Deer Dancers dance through the night. Visitors come 
from other Yaqui communities. Th in lines of charcoal are spread on the 
ground, warming people through the chill winter night. And men in long, 
dark coats and dark hats stand guard, silently; they are the Coyote Clan, 
the traditional guardians of the Virgin.

Th e organization of the celebration and the natural, easy rhythms of 
the days are striking. With almost military precision, people become part 
of the ceremony, cook, eat together, celebrate, sing, and dance. In a letter 
from Fr. Alonso to his mission superior in 1582, he writes, “Th e Indians 
have a power to do sacraments that goes beyond the Council of Trent’s 
understanding of the same.”⁵⁹ What we are experiencing, fi ve hundred 
years later, is the carrying forth of that sort of sacramental moment; a re-
creation of a time in which people are transformed into what they want 
to be, and, through ritual actions, a community of many individuals re-
affi  rms their common unity and the presence of a spirituality that infuses 
their values with meaning.

Th e values revealed by being present at this celebration are remarkable 
in a number of ways. Kathleen Sands uses the term “mythopoesis” to de-
scribe a way of “claiming knowledge and making tolerable the strange and 
exotic, a way of coping by alleviating culture confl ict.”⁶⁰ For example, al-
though the Virgin of Guadalupe feast is a pan-Mexican feast, and one par-
ticular to Mexico in many ways, the Yaqui have resisted and continue to 
resist Spanish-Mexican hegemony. Th us, by adapting a complex drama-
myth so that it both matches and contrasts with that of the oppressor, a 
transformational “dromena” takes place. Th e roots of this transformation 
reside in the historical memory of the Yaqui and bridge the political, re-
ligious, and territorial autonomy that is essential to Yaqui identity. Th e 
mythic re-creation of the Guadalupe experience, then, provides double 
meanings; it matches the general Mexican story of Guadalupe, but it is 
Yaqui in its retelling through the re-creation of the communities’ ancient 
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political/religious alliances. As Sheridan insists, “religion and ritual de-
fi ne Yaqui identity.”⁶¹

If, then, the very means of maintaining resistance to assimilation were 
to be made public, and to become an open book for outsiders, the Yaqui 
value of autonomy would be eroded. Th e transgenerational success of the 
Yaqui at rejecting assimilation and maintaining identity has been deeply 
rooted in the land and protected by their community. “Th eir power strug-
gle with dominant societies bent on absorbing them has always centered 
around the issues of land control and political autonomy . . . even as they 
became factionalized and dispersed during the course of the nineteenth 
century, those who continued to call themselves Yaqui never lost sight of 
this ideal.”⁶² To us, sitting through the night on the Yaqui Tepeyac or in 
the temple, or being with the dancers all night long in the plaza, this was 
so very obvious; the connections to the ancient rancherías, the animals 
of the forests, and the spirits of the ancestors reverberated in the living 
prayers of the ritualized lives of the Yaqui.

Easter at Guadalupe
For those who research the Southwest, the spectacular Yaqui ceremo-
nies are well-known events. Based on generational organization, secret 
religious vows, and sodalities, they have remained virtually unchanged 
for over four hundred years. And, as with the Virgin of Guadalupe ritu-
als, they also express a way for the Yaqui to “de-Mexicanize” themselves 
while infusing the community with Yaqui identity. Yet, it is a tribute to 
the persistence of memory, to the depth of the secrets of the Yaqui ritu-
als, and to their importance to Yaqui identity that although no Easter 
ceremonies took place between 1886 and 1906, these ceremonies were 
eventually reinstated.⁶³ Because of the repressions, the diasporas, and 
the enslavements, the amount of money, time, and organization neces-
sary to produce the constituent ceremonial parts was not available. But 
fi nally, in 1906, the various Yaqui towns from Arizona through Mexico 
began reviving their Easter rituals. As McGuire writes, “Culturally, con-
temporary Yaquis are adamantly persistent in the complex ceremonial 
schedule. Voracious as it is of human energy, time, and money, it is still 
actively carried on.”⁶⁴ In addition, as quoted previously, even Spicer, the 
ethnographer most associated with Yaqui studies, has noted, after trying 
to explain the Yaqui Easter ceremony, that he still lacked understanding: 

“I do not know how to interpret it.”⁶⁵
Th is Easter ceremony is in no way similar to the passion plays that 
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are so popular in parts of Europe, though it could have some sixteenth-
century connections to those forms.⁶⁶ Rather, it is part of a yearlong pro-
cess of organization, meetings, fulfi llment of private vows, alliances with 
other Yaqui villages, and an intensifi cation of worship/prayer in the forty 
days prior to Passion Week. Th e Easter season is “a time of consecrated 
community enterprise . . . [and] continuity with the past in remembrance 
of the elders who in the very beginning fulfi lled the same obligations, at 
the command of Jesus, in the historic pueblos of the Yaqui River and So-
nora.”⁶⁷ Recall also the mythos of El Maestro Señor, who predated the Je-
suit introduction of Jesus, as well as the jomi muli (singing tree), which 
brought baptism before the Spaniards did.⁶⁸

We have been at Guadalupe for Passion Week a number of times. Each 
year that we experience this ceremony with the Yaqui people, we expe-
rience both closeness to our hosts and a very real barrier that keeps us 
separate. Even Fr. Meyers, who has been initiated as a Matachín dancer, 
admits that it took over twenty years for him to begin to be incorporated 
into the community. Th e roles, the functions, the manner in which the 
organization takes place are not written down in any books or posted on 
Web sites. Th ese traditions are passed along orally, through set protocols 
of family and kin groups, of vowed societies and sodalities, and in the 
original Yaqui language. And, again, the remarkable complex of rituals 
and their interweaving through all of Yaqui society sets the Yaqui apart 
from Mexican, and certainly American, cultures. To Deer Dance and to 
do the Easter ceremonies is to be Yaqui.

Th is round of rituals is so important that most of the employers of the 
Yaqui around Phoenix assume that their Yaqui employees will not be at 
work for all of Holy Week (the Week from Palm Sunday through Easter 
Sunday). Th ose who cannot get leave from their jobs will often just quit. 
Th is is a critical time in the Yaqui cosmology and for the fulfi llment of 
vows.⁶⁹ In addition, it is important for visitors to adhere to Yaqui proto-
col when attending these rituals: no photography, no writing of notes on 
ceremonies, no video recording, and no sound recording. It is expected 
that everyone who comes ought to enter into the ritual, and not be a mere 
observer. Moreover, since the belief is that the ritual dynamic is an ex-
perienced reality, it is anathema to try to capture it in a particular mode 
of time, that is, in a snapshot. One must live, breathe, feel, hear, totally 
experience the fl ow and ebb of the greeting of Jesus on Palm Sunday, to 
his capture and torture, his death, and his resurrection. And, just as with 
other Yaqui dromena, this one is fi lled with indigenous meanings layered 
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with Christian ones, all of which are uniquely possessed by and meaning-
ful to Yaqui identity.

Th e ceremonial roles for the Easter ceremonies are roughly divided 
into three major groups:

1. the forces of destruction

 a. Fariseos (Pharisees): Carrying red fl ags, these men and boys 
represent the Pharisees, the enemies of Jesus.

b. Offi  cers: Th ese men wear hats and carry white wooden swords, 
and they include fl ag bearers; Pilatos, representing Pontius Pi-
late; captains; sergeants; fl utists; and drummers.

c. Chapayekas: Common soldiers who wear grotesque, evil masks, 
representing the evil against Jesus. Th e men portraying these 
creatures carry rosaries in their mouths and pray constantly to 
ward off  the evil they portray.

c. Caballeros: Roman cavalrymen who maintain order and follow 
the orders of the Fariseos until Good Friday.

2. the forces of good

a. Maestros and Cantoras: Leaders of prayers and songs

b. Altar Women: Th ey decorate the altars and direct the carrying 
of the various statues. 

c. Veronicas: Young women who represent Veronica

d. Banderas: Flag bearers; unmarried young women

e. Angelitos: Young boys and girls, accompanied by godparents, 
who represent angels

3. the dancers

a. Matachín Dancers: Dancers who have taken a vow to protect 
Mary, the Mother of God

b. Pascolas: Th e revered elders (old men)

c. Deer Dancers: Th e very ancient and traditional dancers of the 
Yaqui
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From Ash Wednesday through Palm Sunday, at least thirty hours a week 
are devoted to ritual preparations, meditation, and ceremonies. Men and 
boys often stay in the plaza all weekend, working, meditating, and prepar-
ing for Easter. Th eir families organize meals for them. And, during Holy 
week, the Yaqui will devote over seventy hours to ceremonies and their 
related activities. Th e local parish church of the Yaqui, attended by both 
Mexicans and Indians, publishes a pamphlet that outlines the ritual times, 
the general meanings of the ceremonies, and other information. However, 
this is published in English and is intended to be an aid to the many tour-
ists and visitors who come for the day events. Because of the need for the 
Yaqui to maintain silence for much of the week, to remain in character, 
and to perform their sacred duties, there is little communication between 
the participants and the outsiders.

When we fi rst took part in the Good Friday ritual of the stations of 
the cross, both our inclusion and our exclusion were jarring. In the sear-
ing noontime heat, people gathered to begin the procession through the 
fourteen stations that depict Jesus’s arrest, trial, and death. No hats are 
allowed, nor are sunglasses, water, or food. And it is a long three-hour rite 
in which participants spend much of the time kneeling and praying on 
the hot, dusty roads. It is a somber, serious procession, stopping through-
out the village at homes where the stations have been set up for worship. 
Children, men, and women all take part, and their serious demeanor, fo-
cus, and piety is a dramatic contrast to a similar procession we partici-
pated in in Mexico City: there, the priest leading the procession preached 
loudly and passionately at each station, and people talked and refl ected to 
one another while sharing water and food. Th e Yaqui procession, on the 
other hand, was, as my colleague put it, “scary and diffi  cult.”

Th e memory of Yaqui suff ering is very real, and it is relived in these 
rituals. We would like so much to penetrate the walls of silence, and to in-
terview these participants in depth. We would like to talk to the Fariseos 
and the Chapayekas, and even to get one of their incredible masks (which, 
although they take a year to make, are ultimately burned at the climax of 
the Easter celebration). Th e silence is deep, though; we are invited to the 
meals at night, and we can enter into discussions about the weather and 
the children. Th e nighttime camps of the men are off -limits to non-Yaqui. 
Th e Deer Dancers are busy, as are the other dancers, twenty-four hours 
a day for the week.

Occasionally, a young man or a middle-aged man will come up to us, 
the obvious non-Indians late at night. Th ese particular people want to en-
gage us and tell us what they know. Invariably, however, they admit that 
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they “used to be” dancers, but have not done it for some time. And, the 
reason, always, is that they cannot quit drinking. One cannot drink or use 
drugs and be included in the rituals. And, while these men wander on the 
outskirts of Yaqui reality, over four hundred men dance all night long, all 
week long, while over fi ve hundred people watch, keep vigil, and huddle 
in blankets through the chill desert nights.

At the far end of the plaza, the Yaqui temple is alive with activities 
throughout the day and night. Not only are meals being served to the par-
ticipants, but statues are also being cleaned and altars prepared for cer-
emonies. Next to the temple, however, the Catholic church is an enigma. 
It remains locked up except for scheduled services. One Yaqui tells us that 
the Catholic church is mainly for the Mexicans in the community. Th ey 
will attend it, he tells us, but their real place is here, in the plaza, and in 
their own temple.

At one of the late-night vigils we attended, a Matachín invited us to 
take part in a dinner he was sponsoring for his fellow dancers and their 
families. Setting up some small card tables in front of the temple, women 
spread out fried chicken, potatoes, potato salad, bread, and an ice chest 
fi lled with soft drinks. Th ey fed over thirty people, concluding the meal 
with a Mass. At the Mass, prayers of thanks were given to the sponsor 
of the dinner and to his wife and family for their generosity, and prayers 
were given for continued strength for all the dancers. Th e sponsor’s din-
ner, in fact, represented a tremendous sacrifi ce, as he had to work extra 
hours for the money to provide this feast, graciously sharing what he had 
with his companions. Th is underscores the ancient indigenous practice 
of sharing one’s wealth with extended families and being generous. In es-
sence, it encapsulated the Yaqui value system: work hard for the commu-
nity, share what you have, place it all in a context of prayer.

Final Th oughts
We have been privileged to walk and pray with the Yaqui a number of 
times. But we cannot tell you much else. We have seen the dances. We 
have seen the preparations for the dances. We have spent many nights 
in vigil with the people. But we cannot show you these things, either. We 
have heard the unique sounds of the Yaqui chants, the sweet music of the 
particular dances, the deep rumble of the water drums, the rattling of the 
shells. But we cannot record these for you. Even if we could, you could not 
feel the cold night breezes and the amazing heat from a slim line of char-
coal fi re in the sand as it rises in the dry desert air. Nor could you feel the 
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eff ects of fasting for six weeks in preparation for Easter. We cannot, be-
cause, unlike the retelling of a great play or the recounting of a novel, it is 
important to understand the activity of “prayer” as the Yaqui experience 
it. In fact, if we did describe all of these facets, and explained them in a 
logical, structural manner, you would miss the very kernel of the experi-
ence: the power of cultural secrets to resist assimilation and ethnocide.

For the Yaqui, the fi ercely autonomous Indian group of the Yaqui River 
of Sonora, fi ve hundred years of oppression and genocide cannot be for-
gotten. It remains in their rituals, in their ceremonies, in the complexity 
of their cultural memory. Th e Jesuits came in 1617, hoping to plant wheat, 
raise cattle and pigs, and transform the Indians into a European model of 
productivity. Th ey soon found that maize, beans, and squash made a lot 
more sense in this environment. Th eir assumptions about how one ought 
to pray also became transposed. Th rough accommodation, acceptance, 
and understanding, the indigenous knowledge of El Maestro Señor; the 
rhythms of the land, waters, and animals; and the kinship system of the 
Yaqui themselves became a living prayer.

Th e manner in which this comes to be enculturated and made con-
scious is through a persistent pattern of secret initiations and rituals. 
Secret in the sense that one must speak Yaqui to understand the con-
nections to the original land of Sonora, be part of the extended kinship 
system that resisted and endured incredible eff orts of annihilation, and 
be committed to performing the obligations of the rituals. What we are 
invited to in this case is a profound appreciation for a worldview that ac-
commodates and is conversant with the dominant culture(s), but contin-
ues to resist assimilation. Moreover, this example is of incredible value 
to all people in the twenty-fi rst century who are seeking to understand 
how a community can maintain political and spiritual autonomy in the 
face of oppressive individualism and capitalism. Th e Yaqui, in this regard, 
continue to teach us the wisdom of ethnic knowledge in the preservation 
of memories that persist in tying the people to the land and its processes. 
To be Yaqui is to be connected to the sacred rancherías of Sonora and to 
keep the memory of autonomy alive.
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On a cool spring morning in March 1980, a priest 
presided at Mass in the chapel of the Sisters of Provi-

dence in San Salvador, El Salvador. It was a simple ceremony, a daily rou-
tine, and the beginning of the day for the nuns who administered the hos-
pital on the outskirts of the city. As usual, the doors to the little chapel 
were open, and the smell of the fl owering trees, the sounds of the birds, 
and streaming sunshine fi lled the sanctuary. Th e enclave on the top of 
this hill was a little oasis in the midst of the brutal civil war that was dev-
astating the country of El Salvador. Th e Gospel had been proclaimed, and 
the Eucharist was being prepared. As the priest took the thin and fragile 
wafer, blessed it, and held it aloft with the words, “Take this, all of you, 
and eat it; this is my body which will be given up for you,” a bullet ripped 
into his heart, spewing blood and gore across the altar and the fl oor of the 
chapel. Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero had been assassinated. Para-
doxically, his brutal murder breathed new life into the consciousness of 
the oppressed of El Salvador.

In the words of the evolving poem called Monsignor Romero, Haci-
enda de Humanidad (Archbishop Romero, Home of Humanity):

Be very attentive, people,
To all that I come to sing to you:
Th ey killed a great prophet
Th at we should not forget.
He was the man of the people
Th at he loved so truly,
Preaching the Gospel
So we can be saved.

4. The Power of Narrative
archbishop oscar romero 
and the option for the poor
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Today, San Arnulfo Romero,
You were our shepherd; that’s why we don’t forget you of all people 

of El Salvador.
Th e ones in the quicksand, they had you because you told the 

truth,
And to be able to quiet you down, they had to kill you.
To the men of our country you gave a vision when they heard your 

homilies and when
you talked about liberation.
Today, San Arnulfo Romero, in this chair, you called to the repres-

sion against our poor people who
Wanted liberation.
One of the assassins born in this nation, and the worse to assassi-

nate you,
Roberto d’Abisoro [D’Aubuisson].
Just with one bullet Monsignor Romero fell down, and here ends 

the life of a great prophet. Today, San Arnulfo Romero.

It has been twenty-seven years since the assassination of Romero. Th e 
question that we bring to this chapter is how narrative, story, song, and 
poetry become the grounding for cultural change, for stability, and for cul-
tural reformulation and resynthesis of tradition. In this chapter, we look at 
the power of narrative, in this case, the narrative of the life and teachings 
of Oscar Romero as well as its transmission through at least two genera-
tions. Th e Romero narrative is a crucial and signifi cant element of cultural 
memory. How and what is being transmitted will also be explored.

In the 1980s, a cruel civil war took place in El Salvador. In the early 
1970s, landlessness, poverty, unemployment, and overpopulation led to 
popular demonstrations, civil disobedience, and strikes. In 1972, José Na-
poleón Duarte, a centrist, was elected president. He was immediately ar-
rested and exiled by the military, whose leaders created a military junta. 
General Carlos Humberto Romero reinstituted the brutal military re-
gimes of the previous presidents, implementing government-sponsored 
death squads to eliminate perceived enemies. Roberto D’Aubuisson, a 
1963 graduate of the Captain General Gerardo Barrios Military Academy, 
gathered classmates and junior offi  cers, and overthrew General Romero 
in a reformist coup d’état. Salvadorans, encouraged by the 1979 revolu-
tion in Nicaragua, embarked on an armed insurrection against the con-
tinued government repressions and the continued use of death squads. 
Th is eff ort was galvanized with the assassination of Archbishop Oscar 
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Romero in March of 1980. Fearing a repeat of the Nicaraguan revolution, 
the United States pumped fi ve billion dollars into the Salvadoran mili-
tary between 1980 and 1992. Duarte was brought back in 1984 to make 
the country look more “democratic,” but the military remained in full 
control.

Despite the massive amounts of U.S. military aid, the civil war re-
mained at a stalemate through the decade of the eighties. In 1989, the 
Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN)¹ launched 
a massive off ensive against military sites, power stations, and other stra-
tegic targets. Th en, on November 16, the death squads, aligned with the 
government, murdered six Jesuit priests, their cook, and her daughter at 
the Universidad de Centro América, a Jesuit-run institution in San Salva-
dor. Even though over 80,000 men, women, and children had either been 

“disappeared” or had been murdered or imprisoned, this assault on the 
Jesuits impacted the world in such a way that the government’s ability to 
maintain its off ensive against the civilian population was compromised.

Th e tide of international public opinion turned against the conserva-
tive, military-sponsored government, and in 1990 they were forced to en-
ter into negotiations to end the civil war. Peace accords signed in January 
of 1992 formally ended the war and provided for sweeping reforms of the 
economy and justice system, land reform, electoral reform, and prosecu-
tion of human rights violations. Th e accords called for United Nations 
presence in the country to oversee their implementation. Th e lack of any 
real reform has been and continues to be a source of frustration. Th e 
Peace Accords have only been minimally implemented. Only 35,000 of 
the 700,000 people eligible to receive land have actually received a small 
plot. No one has received title to the land. Co-ops and small- and medium-
sized farms suff er from severe debt. Rural social oppression continues and 
is the context out of which the memory of Archbishop Romero emerges.

In the ten years since the Peace Accords were signed, the UN has 
pulled out, with the bulk of the reforms still unfulfi lled. Today there is 
no international oversight, because without a war, the world has turned 
its eyes away from El Salvador. In the lives of most Salvadorans, little 
has changed. Th e crushing poverty, unemployment, and landlessness 
remain. Two percent of the population still owns about 60 percent of 
the land.

Measuring approximately the same area as the state of Massachusetts 
and hosting a population of 5.5 million, the country of El Salvador is the 
most densely populated in Central America, with 238 people per square 
kilometer. With 8,000 homicides and 26,000 violent injuries in 1996, El 
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Salvador was identifi ed as the most violent nation in Latin America. Both 
government and freelance death squads continue to function.

Th is violence is not new, but rather is rooted in a long history of insti-
tutional violence ingrained in Salvadoran society since the colonial pe-
riod. El Salvador’s political structure was based on the exclusion of the 
masses of people that made up the country, and it articulated an ideology 
that covered up “la realidad.” Th is political structure ignored the extreme 
poverty and suff ering of the majority of its people.

Th e Formation and Conversion 
of a Prophet and a Saint

Oscar Romero was born on August 15, 1917, in a poor barrio outside the 
town of San Miguel. People who knew Romero described him as a pious 
and shy seminarian, a lover of ideas dedicated to the intellectual life. At 
the age of fourteen, he entered the minor seminary at San Miguel, and 
later completed further schooling at the Jesuit seminary in San Salvador.

Once consecrated as a priest, he remained in San Salvador, where he 
became known for his charitable activities. “He did not speak against the 
poverty he saw around him. Instead, he remained devoutly pious and 
‘conservative’ in his political views.”² In 1970, he was named an auxiliary 
bishop, and on February 22, 1977, Archbishop Romero was installed as 
bishop of San Salvador. He was deliberately chosen by the Vatican of-
fi cials because the Salvadoran bishops recommended a candidate who 
would not stir up trouble or cause controversy. “Government offi  cials, 
military personnel, and death squad members rejoiced at the selection of 
Romero for this important position in the Salvadoran political life.”³

At the same time as Romero began his episcopal leadership, the Salva-
doran Jesuits underwent a conversion that led them to publicly side with 
the poor. Th ey developed a theology grounded in Gospel teachings on 
justice and liberation, and especially guided by and articulated in (1968 
and 1979) documents of the Latin American Bishop’s Conference. Th e 
orientation of those documents had already aff ected their ministries and 
institutions. By 1973, the Jesuits implemented their “preferential option 
for the poor” by enrolling students from the poorest areas into the Uni-
versidad de Centro America (UCA).

Romero criticized the Jesuits for their institutional changes and ques-
tioned the “political theology” of some of UCA’s Jesuit theologians. While 
trying to maintain a neutral stance, and to be a “father” to the church, 
he shied away from being “political.” He did not realize that his silence 
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was in fact a bold political endorsement. Th roughout his early years as 
bishop, as in many Latin American countries, Romero, as a member of 
the church hierarchy, enjoyed privileged friendships with those in power 
who wielded the sword of injustice.

Refl ections and stories circulated about Archbishop Romero’s chari-
table activities, but he was not yet seen as a prophet or a voice of the 
voiceless. His friendship and dialogue with Father Rutilio Grande, a Jesuit 
priest, planted the seeds of his later conversion. Th ey became very close, 
and when Romero was ordained a bishop, he asked Grande to be the mas-
ter of ceremonies. Father Rutilio pastored in a village called Aguilares, a 
poor parish on the road going north into Chalatenango. He spoke loudly 
and publicly against the poverty that his parishioners suff ered. Grande 
organized demonstrations that called for a radical new land reform 
that would benefi t everyone. His prophetic pronouncements achieved 
national fame. It was Grande who, in continual dialogue with Romero, 
helped his friend understand the positions he took and why the struggle 
for justice for the poor was at the heart of the Gospel. Th ough Romero 
was slow in grasping this message, he was compelled and moved by Ru-
tilio Grande’s integrity.

On the evening of March 12, 1977, only a few weeks after Romero had 
been installed as archbishop, news came that Rutilio Grande had been 
shot and killed, along with a young boy and an elderly farmer. As Jesuit 
theologian Jon Sobrino later wrote about that night, it was as if the scales 
fell from Romero’s eyes. In that moment, biographers say, Romero under-
stood what Grande had stood for, what Grande had spoken against, and 
what it meant to clearly choose a preferential option for the poor.

Romero presided at the funeral Mass of his longtime friend. Th e sermon 
he preached at the cathedral that day stunned the Jesuits and the people 
of Aguilares. Romero defended the liberating work of Rutilio Grande, his 
solidarity with the poor, and his pleas for justice. Romero then invoked 
the spirit of love and pleaded for reconciliation. Over 100,000 people at-
tended that funeral Mass, which constituted a church demonstration un-
precedented in Salvadoran history. Th is is the moment that affi  rmed the 
priests and campesinos who had been inspired by Grande’s passion for 
justice. On that day, it is said, many returned to the faith, and the Salva-
doran church was born again with Romero’s conversion.

Conversion in this sense is a harbinger of great danger. For it is with 
the conversion of Romero—who had at one time dined with the military, 
who had warned about the dangers of liberation theology, and who had 
largely ignored the social structures that caused so much poverty—that 
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real subversion took root. After the funeral Mass, Archbishop Romero 
dined with the poor, spoke out against institutional violence, and encour-
aged people to reform their social structures in light of the Gospel. Rome-
ro’s defense of the dignity of the poor challenged and eventually alienated 
his previous relationships with the rich and the powerful.

As the nineteenth-century social theorist Max Weber once noted, it is 
primarily through the charismatic individual that real social transforma-
tion takes place. Similarly, the French sociologist Émile Durkheim pro-
posed that cultures are changed through a process referred to as “eff erves-
cence,” manifested primarily through ritual actions. Romero’s charismatic 
preaching revealed the depths of Jesus’s love for the poor. Romero’s ser-
mons and his accompaniment of the poor confronted the metanarrative 
of power previously condoned through oppressive religious ideology. 
Th is shift ultimately killed Romero.

It is imperative to understand the historical-cultural context of the 
emergence of the life and memory of Monsignor Romero. Th ere are two 
parts to this context: the historical and the theological. Th e historical, 
geopolitical situation in which we fi nd the story of Romero is grounded 
in the faith-centered understanding of salvation history. Th us, the people 
remember Romero in stories and anecdotes—anecdotes that make refer-
ence to the actual historical context. For example, people will say, “At a 
Mass in which Romero presided, I remember . . . ,” or “During one of our 
co-operative meetings, I remember Monsignor Romero . . .” “Th e context 
during this time was very political. Historical reference was politicized 
into what we call the ‘situation.’”⁴

Most often, Salvadorans do not refer to Romero as a prophet, but they 
in essence say, “God enlightened him to the reality of life.” Th e crucial el-
ement in this statement is that Romero is viewed as one who walked with 
the people, not one who changed the people’s direction. In fact, as we 
will illustrate, the unfolding mythos around Romero is that the illusions 
of power, wealth, and all of those false trappings that were so much a part 
of his “reality” became the false idols of his new perspective.

An earlier archbishop of San Salvador, Luis Chávez y González, set in 
place the potential structures for this transformation during the 1940s. 
Th is occurred on the heels of one of the worst repressions in Central 
American history; the U.S. Marine Corps had been summoned into the 
country to help quell a campesino uprising and a demand for land from 
the many indigenous people of El Salvador. In the ensuing carnage, many 
indigenous people were wiped out, and the forces of power were solidi-
fi ed in their alliance with the powers of the North. Th e archbishop, noted 
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as a man who was concerned for the poor, began a process of catecheti-
cal cooperation after this horror. Th is turned into what are the now well-
known Christian Base Communities. In these, the common people are 
able to talk about the realities of their lives, the impact of the scriptures 
on those realities, and the possible ways they have to address the injus-
tices they see. In fact, by the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Christian Base 
Communities in El Salvador largely met in secret because they were con-
sidered underground movements against the government. Th is placed 
anyone associated with them in grave danger.

While Romero was friends with Grande, he was, as previously noted, 
often at odds with the intellectual communities that linked a political el-
ement with the Gospels. Yet Romero, a noted scholar, deeply appreciated 
the exegetical and hermeneutical methods of contemporary biblical stud-
ies. His friend’s assassination compelled Romero to synthesize Grande’s 
popular activism with the scholarship of the university. What emerged, 
as illustrated in the following recounting of our visits to El Salvador, was 
a person who stood with a unique stature at a particular historical junc-
ture. Th rough the gifts of his own character and the infl uences of the suf-
fering poor, he became more dangerous than all the armed insurgents 
combined. In an address given at Louvain, Belgium, in 1980, Romero ex-
pressed his reality:

As in other places in Latin America, after many years and perhaps 
centuries, the words of Exodus have resounded in our ears: So in-
deed the cry of the Israelites reached me, and I have truly noted 
that the Egyptians are oppressing them: (Ex.3:9). By recognizing 
that these realities exist and then letting their impact reach us, we 
have been returned to the world of the poor, and have found it to 
be our rightful place. Far from distancing us from our faith, these 
harsh realities have moved us to incarnate ourselves in the world of 
the poor. In this world we have found the real faces of the poor of 
which Puebla speaks (cfr. 31–39).⁵ Th ere we found peasants without 
land or steady work, without water or electricity in their poor dwell-
ings, without medical assistance when the women give birth, and 
without schools when the children begin to grow. Th ere we found 
workers with no labor rights, workers at the mercy of the economy’s 
cold calculations. Th ere we found mothers and wives of the “disap-
peared” and political prisoners. Th ere we met the people who live 
in hovels where misery exceeds the imagination, a permanent insult 
of the nearby mansions.⁶
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As Romero continued to walk with the people of the country, he became 
active in the dissemination of words of hope on the radio. His radio ser-
mons, still widely popular, became a real thorn in the side of the oppres-
sors, who often attempted to shut down the radio station. As he pro-
claimed to the world in Louvain:

It is a new phenomenon for the poor to view the Church today as 
a source of hope and support for liberation. It is a call that comes 
from the Word of God to the majority poor, a call to awareness of 
their responsibility to be conscienticized; to organize in a country 
that legally prohibits this or which makes it impossible to happen. 
It is also an endorsement, at times critical, of the poor’s just causes 
and rehabilitation. . . . In a word, the Church has not only turned to 
the poor, but has made the poor the privileged object of her mis-
sion. . . . In less than three years, more than fi fty priests have been 
attacked, threatened, or calumniated. If the most visible Church 
representatives have been treated thus, you can easily surmise what 
has happened to the simple Christian people, to peasant farmers, to 
catechists and delegates of the Word, to basic ecclesiastical commu-
nities. It is here that the number of threatened, captured, tortured, 
assassinated reaches hundreds and thousands. It is the poor Chris-
tian people who are persecuted the most.⁷

Th us, just six weeks before he was murdered, he voiced a prophetic call 
to act in solidarity with the poor. Th e strident voice that echoes through 
the decades in these passages captured a country’s imagination, and its 
conscience. One simply could not remain neutral in this confl ict, for the 
consequences were dire. Moreover, while a war did rage, Romero was 
not in any sense a person of violence. His words never advocated hate, or 
a call to arms. Rather, he promoted a deep spiritual appreciation of the 
transformative powers of faith-based love.

While the oppressive powers accused him of being a communist, a 
guerrilla, and a supplier of arms, he responded with a clear, concise, and 
honest analysis of the structures of oppression that burdened the poor of 
El Salvador. He proved dangerous to the status quo by indicting the entire 
system of global oppression:

Th us, it is not mere routine that once again we denounce the exis-
tence of a structure of sin in our country. It is sinful because it pro-
duces fruits of sin: the death of Salvadorians—the rapid death of 
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repression or the slow (but no less real) death of structural oppres-
sion. For that reason, we have denounced the idolatry that exists 
in our country. Wealth is made a god, private property is absolu-
tized by the capitalistic system, national security is made the high-
est good by the political powers who institutionalize the insecurity 
of the individual (Fourth Pastoral Letter, paragraphs 43–48 [Walsh, 
Oscar Romero, 179]). . . . Th e world of the poor teaches us how 
Christian love should be. It should certainly seek peace, but unmask 
false pacifi sms, resignation, and inactivity. . . . Th e world of the poor 
teaches us that the magnanimity of Christian love must respond to 
the demand of justice for the majorities and not fl ee from the hon-
est struggle. Th e world of the poor teaches us that liberation will 
occur not only when the poor become recipients of the government 
or Church benefi ts but when they themselves become authors and 
protagonists of their struggle and their liberation, thus unmasking 
the ultimate root of false paternalisms—even ecclesial.⁸

No one who knew Romero ever considered him a radical or a tempes-
tuous person. In fact, his bookish, scholarly demeanor and his reserved 
conservatism were the elements that elevated him to the position of arch-
bishop. Furthermore, in his three years of ministry as a voice for the poor, 
his peacefulness and his need for solitude and prayer stood out more and 
more. Reading these lines and the following quote, one may be tempted 
to paint a picture of a rakish, almost Castro-type liberator. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. His struggles and confl icts with proclaiming 
Christ the liberator, and with reconciling his own conservative theology, 
were the themes of his constant interior battle, and an armistice would 
not come easily. But, as the following passage clearly indicates, he was 
totally committed to the truth of liberation and to seeing the fullness of 
life in the people’s ultimate freedom:

Incarnation in the sociopolitical world is the place to deepen our 
faith in God and in His Christ . . . these radical truths of the faith 
become truths—radical truths—when the Church inserts herself in 
the midst of life and death of the people. It is there that the Church 
is presented with . . . the most fundamental option of faith: to be 
in favor of life or in favor of death. Th ere is no doubt whatsoever 
that here there is no room for neutrality. We are either at the ser-
vices of life for Salvadorians or we are accomplices in their deaths. 
And it is here that we are faced with the most fundamental reality 
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of the historical mediation of faith, either we believe in a God of 
life or we serve the idols of death. . . . Th at is why when the Church 
inserts herself into the sociopolitical world in order to cooperate 
in bringing about life for the poor, she is not undertaking a mere 
subsidiary task or something outside her mission, but is witnessing 
to her faith in God and is being an instrument of the Spirit, Lord, 
Giver of Life.⁹

Six weeks after delivering these words, Romero was gunned down while 
saying Mass.

We began this chapter with the story of his assassination. In the telling 
of his story, new generations are initiated into a narrative that shapes cul-
tural memory. Remembering is not about the past but brings the hearers 
into the story so that the story lives anew in the people. And, ultimately, 
these stories inform people’s actions and constitute within them a cul-
tural memory.

Our task now is to examine how this icon of liberation and of hope 
continues to vivify the reality of El Salvador. For the evolving memory of 
the words, actions, and example of Oscar Romero continues to sustain 
the struggle for real structural change and real dignity for the poor, and 
to confront the new threats of globalization and the idolatry of wealth 
and greed.

Th e Evolving Memory
In our research on the evolution of the Romero event, we visited El Sal-
vador a number of times. Each visit involved interaction with communi-
ties of faith in the urban areas, with cooperatives in the rural areas, with 
leaders, and with base communities. One of the remarkable things that 
we experienced in this process was the strength of the words of Romero, 
and in the telling of them through reenactments, dances, songs, poetry, 
and rituals, they have actually grown more infl uential over the past few 
years. Th e intensifying presence of Romero’s persona and the words of his 
homilies may be explained by the current perceived threat of the Central 
American Free Trade Agreement and the assumed reinvolvement of the 
U.S. military in order to guarantee the security of investment. However, 
as the following narratives and descriptions illustrate, the core of this 
phenomenon seems to be the manner in which the spirituality of the 
Gospels are entwined with an active refl ection of the realities of the poor 
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and the oppressed. Th is is a living testimony to the memory of a choice 
for life aff orded by the recalled communal memory of Romero.

El Salvador and Romero: Th e Cooperatives
In 1998, we visited El Salvador not only to observe the way the memory of 
Romero was being transmitted, but to witness the memorial to the Jesuit 
martyrs. One of our fi rst interviews was with a young man who had been 
active in the resistance during the civil war and had lived for some time in 
exile in the United States. Juan Carlos maintained connections with many 
of the networks of alliances forged during the war, and he is viewed as an 
important leader in the sustainable agriculture movement. Th is move-
ment is an attempt by the farming communities to resist the trend toward 
highly mechanized, fossil-fuel-dependent agribusinesses, and to keep in-
digenous knowledge about ecology in place. His formation as a leader in 
the community is directly attributable to the infl uence of Romero.

According to Juan Carlos, his initial formation as a leader began in 
the base communities, which he joined when he was nine. By the age 
of twelve, he had taken a personal vow of celibacy and had begun living 
with the guerrillas. He acknowledged that he wanted to learn to read and 
write, and that considering the lack of schools and other opportunities, 
he left the base community as his best option to learn these skills. But he 
had learned basic educational concepts by being in the community and 
by being with the guerrillas.

Juan Carlos recalled the impact made by the many priests who joined 
the guerrillas, and he helped to organize their eff orts. In particular, he 
remembered Fr. Esteban Velázquez, who fostered a strong sense of unity 
among the rebels. Using liturgies, educational programs, and sister-
community programs, this priest brought solidarity to many rebel bands 
that had been missing. For Juan Carlos, the most important impact this 
priest had on him was his insistence on the pastoral care of the land, 
which refl ected Romero’s support for the redistribution of land, the pro-
motion of farmers, the development of cooperatives, and the restoration 
of the sacredness of the land.

During the onslaught of the war, Juan Carlos noted that the radio ser-
mons of Romero kept the people’s hope alive. Romero’s constant de-
nouncement of repressive violence and his call for an end to the oppres-
sion of the poor wielded a unique authority. Romero “helped eliminate the 
power of fear,” Juan Carlos said. “We had been living in panic and fear for 
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all of our lives. His words, and his holiness, gave us real hope.” Rather than 
extinguishing that hope and feeling of empowerment, Romero’s death “re-
newed our determination. Even with the importation of right-wing Chris-
tian evangelicals from the North, who hoped to undermine our resolve, a 
strengthened solidarity occurred on the level of the base communities.”

After the Peace Accords were signed, Juan Carlos returned from his 
exile and became involved in the land reform movement. His passion for 
sustainable agriculture and cooperatives is palpable. In his opinion, the 
ideals of Mesoamerican cooperatives are steeped in indigenous spiritu-
ality, which has been mostly suppressed by the colonizers. Th roughout 
Mesoamerica, however, the indigenous people have been the most faith-
ful to the Romero model of being a church in the sense of “ecclesia”—a 
community working together for sustainable peace and justice. When we 
spoke to Juan Carlos, he noted that there were about fi fty cooperatives 
in El Salvador. Ongoing problems with the model, he noted, included 
the lack of real land distribution, the resistance of the government to the 
cooperative concept, and the growing demands of foreign investors for 
prime land. When we parted in 1998, Juan Carlos was on his way to an 
interregional meeting of campesino farmers from El Salvador, Honduras, 
and Nicaragua.

In 2005, we visited two cooperatives, Jícaro and San Sebastián, com-
munities in a region close to San Salvador. Th is region alone boasts over 
eighty cooperatives, all started in the 1980s and affi  liated with the Romero 
experience. Th ey are composed of people forced out of their zones during 
the war, and of people who lost many family members during the war.

While the Romero tapes and remembrances (oral tradition) largely re-
count his constant call for justice for the poor, an important addendum 
added by the people is the particular recognition of rights for women. 
In the cooperative of Jícaro, this evolving women’s consciousness was 
especially notable. Th is cooperative, like others, has developed progres-
sive gender rights policies to ensure the rights of all people in the com-
munity. As is often the case in Latin American cultures, machismo of-
ten overrides basic women’s rights concerns. In the Jícaro cooperative, 
however, women formed a unit to develop their own store, bakery, and 
corn mill. Many mentioned that they needed to fi nd some way to gen-
erate their own income, as many of the men would drink their money 
away and leave little for the children. Th ey have also developed a self-run 
educational program to learn basic reading, writing, and mathemati-
cal skills. And, what was their inspiration and help? One after another 
used phrases like “Monsignor Romero once said . . .” or “It is through 
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God’s help. . . .” Again, we experience the feeling of an uninterrupted 
presence.

Although Jícaro does have a high production of fi sh and shrimp from 
their ponds, as well as an adequate harvest of sugar and corn, they do 
remain poor. Th eir organization ensures that they can take care of one 
another, that their children go to school, and that their hopes for acces-
sible water and land stability may come true. Th e oppressive poverty that 
Romero spoke out against so often continues to haunt the people, driven 
by a lack of consistent medical care, a dearth of housing, and the constant 
struggle to make payments on land that ought to be redistributed accord-
ing to the Peace Accords. However, what is present in this cooperative is 
a sense of peace, hope, and relative safety.

Th e cooperative of San Sebastián, in the Chalchuapa zone, is at the end 
of a long, dusty, rough road. Here, the aftereff ects of the war are still be-
ing felt in ways that are often seen throughout the poorer regions. Many 
in the ruling FMLN government consider the town to have supported the 
right-wing government during the confl ict. As a result, the people of San 
Sebastián report that they are ignored and do not a get a fair share of the 
regional monies. For example, when they requested money for the health 
clinic to be painted, they received only one gallon of paint.

A lively and intelligent young woman, Melinda Cuellar, leads the citi-
zen’s council of this cooperative. She, along with the secretary, the trea-
surer, and a member of the cooperative, led us through its history and 
their plans for development. In 1932, Fidel (the treasurer) told us, there 
were thirty-fi ve families in this area, living in houses made of dried grass. 
At that time, fi ve of the fourteen ruling families of El Salvador controlled 
the land, and the people worked to grow corn, beans, and sweet sorghum. 
In 1963, when Fidel came to this area, people still lived in that manner. In 
addition, during the war, ARENA soldiers came into the village to recruit 
men to be in the National Guard and to “protect” the area against the 
rebels. Finally, in 1991, people who had been displaced by the war began 
fi ltering back into the region, and they formed a larger legal entity known 
as ADESCO (Asociación Desarrollo Comunitario; Community Develop-
ment Association), from which the cooperatives could petition funds to 
develop their projects. In a short period, they built a road, undertook a 
latrine project, and established a school and a little park.

Even though this cooperative is relatively distant from the political and 
religious center of San Salvador, Romero’s ideals inspired the people who 
built it. Th us, there is a marked isolation from the narratives and personal 
accounts of people who had met with Monsignor Romero. Th e people 
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who were in San Sebastián during the war recall listening to Romero’s 
radio messages, and they agree that he was killed because of his stand for 
justice for the poor. Th e poverty is stark here. Th is village has many single 
mothers whose husbands have left to look for work elsewhere. Homes of-
ten lack electricity, and the elderly often live alone. Have things changed 
much for them? Th e refrain, heard again and again, is simply, “We live ac-
cording to the will of God.” Th e sense is that Romero has died, and there 
is no one to speak for them anymore.

Juan Carlos pointed out that the cooperative movement is a revital-
ization of the traditional forms found in the indigenous cultures of El 
Salvador. Based on mutuality, sharing, and communal land use, the sus-
tainable nature of these units confronts the very capitalism and privatiza-
tion that Romero preached against. Th e structures that allowed people to 
buy land as a group, however, also now mitigate their sustained ability to 
maintain these forms of subsistence. Th at is, the amount of interest that 
the banks are now demanding on the loans makes it paramount that the 
cooperatives generate revenue that can be used to pay down the principal 
as well as the interest. Th is forces more and more working men to leave 
the country to seek wage-paying employment abroad. Th e poverty of the 
women and children, the elderly and the ill, then, continues to drain the 
resources of the cooperatives. Th e possibility of more competition, aris-
ing from the opening of free trade and the importation of more foreign 
goods, threatens the cooperative movement.

In this case, the memory of Romero is a two-edged sword. On the one 
edge, the blade is still sharp with the ideals of a cooperative that sustains 
life, reveres the earth, and works in harmony for justice. It is a radical al-
ternative to the greed, individualism, and lack of respect for the ecology 
that is associated with colonial-type rule. On the other edge, however, 
the memory of the power of Romero’s impact on indigenous ideals warns 
those who see the development and control of agribusiness as the future 
of El Salvador. Th ese developers undermine the basic structure of the co-
operative, and so discourage the members of the cooperatives that they 
have no recourse but to relinquish the land to individual developers.

Equipo Maíz and the Base Communities
Corn is the sustainer of life for the people of Mesoamerica. Th e elabo-
rate cultures of the Olmec, Toltec, Maya, and all the rest were built upon 
corn. It continues to symbolize life for the people of Central America, 
even as it literally sustains life. In his homilies and in his talks on the radio, 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   68 3/20/07   11:02:03 PM



 the power of narrative 69

Romero often used images of corn and the traditional fare of the people. 
Romero had a deep appreciation for the ways in which food symbolized 
community, culture, and companionship. For example, people tell of how 
he would pass up the special meals prepared for him and stand in line 
with the people to get popusas, the traditional Salvadoran tortillas fi lled 
with cheese, beans, or meat. In one of his often-quoted passages, he said 
that even if they kill him, “his death will be like corn, giving life to many.” 
Equipo Maíz, or “Team Corn,” is dedicated to the mission of transmitting 
the signifi cance of corn.

Organized as a training center for base communities, Equipo Maíz be-
gan in the San Salvadoran parish of San Juan in 1970. Today, in addition 
to leading training programs, Equipo Maíz also publishes a wide array of 
books, pamphlets, and videos dealing with economics, politics, and the 
methodology of refl ection and consciousness raising. Th e very core of 
the message that the center builds upon is the Romero legacy. According 
to the directorship team here, the average Salvadoran is steeped in the 
Romero oral tradition and is conscious that Romero died fi ghting for the 
poor. At the same time, there is a competing narrative from the right that 
aligns Romero with the communists and reinvents him as a person who 
promoted hatred and violence. What Equipo Maíz must do, they tell us, 
is to recapture the unity that Romero held up as a value, so they produce 
photo exhibits and publish his homilies to inspire and give hope to the 
base communities. Th eir hope rests in the base communities, since for 
them, the great concern is that the religious have forgotten their voca-
tion in this regard. It is now up to the laypeople to carry on the Romero 
legacy.

Th e methodology of basic refl ections, a tradition handed down through 
the radio sermons of Romero, is inculcated in the literature and tapes that 
Equipo Maíz disseminates. In this model, the refl ections on scripture lead 
to analysis of social concerns, economic structures, history, gender issues, 
and ecclesiological confl icts. For example, Romero’s vision of a new view-
point on humanity, based on an incarnational reality of Jesus in history 
right now, must lead to an eradication of poverty in every sense. Th us, 
though there is still “much hate and fear,” and “more violence, with youth 
gangs, organized crime, and little hope from the hierarchical church,” 
Romero remains “a very present memory of what ought to be.”¹⁰

In addition, “what ought to be” can be well expressed in the Gang de 
Los Romeros, whom we met in the Barrio of Santa Lucía in San Salvador. 
Th is is a collection of former violent gang members who have banded 
together to fi ght the onslaught of drugs, alcohol, and poverty that grips 
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so many young people today. Th eir residence is amid the maze of build-
ings that resemble the urban projects of inner cities in the United States: 
dark, poor, and seething with potential violence. Yet these young men 
and women have formed Recovery House here, where all are welcome 
who want to reclaim the memory of Romero and work to reconstruct 
the ideals he espoused. Each of these young people has a large tattoo of 
Romero somewhere on their body: on their arms, their chests, and some 
across their backs. To them, the battle is black and white today: the forces 
of Romero against the multinationals and the death squads that threaten 
El Salvador’s dignity.

Carlos, the current leader of the “gang” of Los Romeros, describes the 
liturgy that they hold every Saturday in the middle of the barrio. Usually 
held without a priest, the services are organized by the people and in-
clude music, readings, and a homily. At the center of their devotion, he 
claims, is the resurrected Christ, who, like Romero, gives hope, “lives in 
our process, and gives us the strength to move on.” Th e liturgy represents 
the “way we live,” which “is to make a festival of life, to bring all life to-
gether. It is to bring the presence of Romero here to the people whom he 
loved so much. Th e struggle, as we understand it now, is between neolib-
eralism and life; Romero deepens our connection to life and to nature.”

Th is is a remarkable example of the seeds of change that Romero be-
gan almost thirty years ago. Another “gang” member relates how they 
need to be with the weak and the poor, as Romero was. Th ey visit jails to 
form Christian Base Communities there. Th is particular group of young 
Romeros see their primary mission as being with the prisoners to give 
them life and hope, and to help them learn how to build new lives. Again, 
this community views itself as set apart from the institutional Church, 
which they claim remains too vertical in its hierarchical model. Since 
Romero’s death, in fact, many of them have concluded that the Church 
no longer really does much for the poor. Th e almost evangelical fervor of 
these young people reminds one of Romero’s passion for the poor and 
the weak. Th eir insistence on focusing on the economic and political di-
mensions of the Gospels is fi rmly rooted in their own personal sense of 
liberation from drugs and alcohol, and this, they claim, was only achieved 
through the assistance of Romero’s example.

Th e refrain of how Romero is now outside the offi  cial Church and 
claimed by the popular movement is particularly poignant among the 
Co-Madres, or the Mothers of the Disappeared. Beginning in 1975, a few 
mothers joined together to search for their own missing children, victims 
of the death squads. Th ey soon discovered many other families searching 
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for their missing loved ones and, with the support of Romero, realized 
how many others shared their grief and determination. Romero gave them 
a voice and helped them establish an offi  ce from which to work. Alicia, a 
leading spokesperson for the group, recalled how the offi  ce was regularly 
ransacked or bombed, and the very low point when Romero was killed.

Th is is one of the most moving and engaging areas of the Romero ex-
perience. With equanimity and great pain, the Mothers spoke of the dis-
covery of their tortured and murdered children, the rapes of their daugh-
ters or of themselves, and the still ongoing search for so many that were 
taken and never seen again. Th ey recount the killing of orphans by the 
National Guard, and the taking of children who are now being found liv-
ing throughout the world. Now, the Madres insisted, is the time of his-
torical memory: Rescue the names to be remembered forever and put an 
end to the impunity that allowed the assassins of Romero, other priests 
and nuns, church workers, and so many others to receive amnesty from 
prosecution.

Th e living memory that these women carry is fed by “speaking to 
Romero and our dead children, knowing that we are not alone. We are 
motivated,” they say, “by knowing that they will not be forgotten. If not us, 
who would continue? Perhaps the Church no longer walks with us, but 
Romero does, through the people.” In that light, each one of the Mothers 
relates her own confi dence in justice and emphasizes the need to con-
tinue this work that is so inspired by the witness of Romero. Echoing the 
example of Romero, Alicia said, “We do not want revenge. We want an 
end to impunity.”

Th ese two examples of communities of resistance—the Gang of Los 
Romeros of Santa Lucía and the women of the Co-Madres—are grounded 
in the memory of Romero. Yet they appear to be separate from the in-
stitutional Church experience that made Romero’s voice particularly 
powerful, infl uential, and eventually dangerous. Th e kernel of hope that 
springs from both of these latter groups, however, is certainly a result of 
the base community experience, where their struggle is immersed in the 
shared values and memories of Romero, which the base communities 
pass on. It would be a true disservice to the complexity of the evolution 
of memory to discount the Church from a role in this process. Th ere-
fore, we turn to two barrio parishes, St. Francis of Assisi and Madre de 
los Pobres.

Th e parish of St. Francis of Assisi is a large, well-organized community 
in the center of San Salvador. According to their formation team, the in-
spiration and the key to the outreach to the youth are literally written on 
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the walls: the names of the 80,000 killed and disappeared from the civil 
war. Th ere are over 28,000 people within this parish, which has a num-
ber of satellite parishes. Th ere is also an impressive organization of base 
communities, with more than 168 pastoral agents (directors of the base 
communities) within the parish. Women, as well, have taken important 
leadership roles, taking charge of baptism preparations and catechesis, 
and developing focus groups on the dignity of women, gender in the work 
place, and the role of women’s work. Essentially, the pastoral workers of 
St. Francis of Assisi adhere to what they term “horizontal” evangelization; 
based on the remembrance of Romero, they also need to walk with and 
be with the people.

Across the city, in what is considered the poorest and direst of the ur-
ban slums, is the parish of Madre de los Pobres. Th e people of this barrio 
have built a squatters’ village along the railroad tracks. Th eir dwellings 
are reminiscent of what Romero decried: hovels in the shadows of the 
mansions. Few have running water or any kind of plumbing. Th e streets 
are narrow, dirty, and dusty, and dogs and chickens scamper about in the 
alleyway shadows. Th ousands live in this area, and many have been here 
since they were displaced from other areas during the war. Some who 
have lived here for some time recall the shellings and the raids by the 
military, which feared that these areas of such abject poverty were the 
breeding grounds of resistance.

At a typical Sunday Mass in the church, the pews are fi lled early. One 
whole wall is covered with giant murals of Romero and the suff ering of 
the war. Th e memories of the past are everywhere here, interspersed with 
crucifi xes, statues of saints, and candles. Hanging on a battered easel is an 
aging poster with the faces of the many murdered and disappeared from 
the parish and surrounding area. Th ese loved ones will never be let go; 
one gets the feeling that the board elicits hope.

Th e priest, a Spaniard who has worked for years among the poorest 
in El Salvador, shares the homily with the people. “Where do you fi nd 
Romero?” he asks the young people. One young man responds, “We have 
not seen him, but he is alive, here, among us.” Another responds, “After 
twenty-fi ve years, I may not understand the resurrection of Jesus, but 
Monsignor Romero has not died, but is resurrected in our people. It is 
easier to understand the resurrection of Jesus through Romero.”

An old woman, slightly stooped but dignifi ed in her shawl, stands and 
says, “Look at the people here from all over. Th is is a sign of life from 
Monsignor Romero, and it gives us courage to go on.”

Within the barrio of Madre de los Pobres, the people gather during the 
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week in base communities to pray together and to gain courage from their 
refl ections. According to Segundo Pérez, the director of the team from 
UCA that works with parishes, the Pobres have done much to organize 
and to fi nd meaning in their struggles. A school, sponsored by UCA, has 
been established here for the children, and even some of the older people 
proudly tell us that they, too, are learning to read and write. For the life 
of these poor parishes, for Madre de los Pobres and for St. Francis of As-
sisi, the essential message of the Gospels and of their communal lives has 
become centered in the small base communities in which they are able to 
review the realities of the world, refl ect on them, and fi nd meaning and 
explanation—a means to proceed with some kind of action, and within 
the scriptures. And, again, the model that breathes life into this process 
is that of Romero’s example, walking with them still.

Romero: Expressive Culture and Culture Expressed
We earlier stated that the phenomenon of Romero has transcended time 
through its inclusion in art, music, poetry, dance, and ritual. Th is area of 
cultural studies, referred to as “expressive culture,” is an especially power-
ful form of memory transmission, as it encapsulates the emotional con-
tent of the memory being transmitted. Th e context of this expressive cul-
ture is grounded in the theological/historical context of the “reign of God,” 
as understood through Romero’s interpretation of God’s dignity found 
in the poor. Th rough popular art (murals, posters, etc.), songs, novels, 
theater, photography, folk art, and spontaneous creativity, the Romero 
memory continues to spawn fresh expressions of life in the Salvadoran 
imagination.

Th ese grassroots artistic endeavors are an attempt to keep political 
and theological meanings together. Th e power of the image, the word, 
the icon, is evident in the continued banning of the movie Romero in El 
Salvador to this day. It is evident that the marginalized do remember. De-
spite the lack of a center of coordination for maintaining the message of 
Romero, it proceeds based on something Romero would endorse: the im-
possibility of remaining neutral. Th e message, the means, and the spirit of 
the art remain subversive and, it would appear, continue to be fed by the 
power of the narrative of radio.

Radio UCA has been a consistent beacon of information for years. 
During the war, the radio was considered the “only medium for commu-
nicating reality in El Salvador.”¹¹ Romero used it eff ectively, so much so 
that repeated attempts were made to sabotage its transmission. During a 
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show called the Time of Romero, the recorded homilies of Romero were 
broadcast, giving hope, insight, and courage to the people. In addition, 
the program La Voz con Voz was especially geared to those “without a 
voice.”

Today, besides programming of music and news, Radio UCA gives 
“voice” to those who have the possibility of expressing the people’s needs 
and hopes. In particular, Radio UCA broadcasts three types of programs 
that refl ect the spirit of Romero: (1) Good News of Today, a Christian pro-
gram that takes contemporary news stories and discusses them from the 
point of view of the Gospel. People from all over El Salvador participate 
live through e-mail, letters, phone calls, and station visits. (2) Let’s Speak 
Clearly is a live broadcast that takes the radio out to the people. It goes to 
the countryside, to work areas, to wherever people are gathered, and lets 
them have the opportunity to talk about their lives and their concerns. 
(3) Editorial programs, covering the area of “responsible criticism,” give 
critical readings of daily events, including their impact on poverty, the 
environment, and other aspects of the lives of the poor.

Th e impact of the radio on expressive culture keeps the narrative of 
Romero very much in the forefront of the cultural milieu of El Salva-
dor. Th e musician Guillermo Cuellar, for example, was deeply moved as 
a youth by the sermons he heard Romero give on the radio. Th e oppres-
siveness of death so nearby during the war years gave rise to his music as 
a teenager, when he began composing liturgical music. For him and for 
those who heard the music, it helped transform fear and enabled them to 
move ahead. Certainly, Cuellar admits, he began writing about oppres-
sion and the burdens of the poor. And it was through his youth group’s 
refl ections on Romero that he began to write about liberation, using a 
mix of indigenous, Cuban, and Western popular music to express his 
lyrics.

Cuellar’s music became important for the base communities through-
out El Salvador during the war, so much so that many of his community 
were killed, and he had to fl ee the country for thirteen years. During that 
time, he traveled extensively, using his music to enlighten the world about 
the realities of El Salvador. Cuellar, an earnest, artistic man, has never 
been able to write a song about Romero; rather, he says, it is impossible 
to capture his spirit in a single song. However, one song is ready for the 
occasion of Romero’s eventual canonization. One of the lines goes like 
this: “I will tell you miracles he performed . . . now, I ask you to perform 
miracles . . . follow the way of Romero.”
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Twenty-fi ve Years Later: 
Th eology, Ritual, and Expression

For one week in March 2005, thousands of people from all over the world 
gathered in San Salvador to mark the twenty-fi fth anniversary of Rome-
ro’s assassination. In the intervening two and a half decades, books, ar-
ticles, fi lms, music, artwork, and photography exhibits have been created 
to continue to tell his story and to carry forward the witness of hope. 
Th e spirit of the anniversary week took in this wealth of memory, and 
moved through stages of theological refl ection, recollection of the war’s 
toll, dance and song, Mass, rally, and celebration. Th e essential elements 
of the narrative of Romero cannot be easily encapsulated, as they have 
taken on a mythos of their own. As noted above, these remembrances 
have tenacity and a life that continues to imbue the Salvadoran experi-
ence with meaning and purpose.

Th e initial gathering, appropriately enough, took place at the Jesuit 
University (Figure 4.1). Th e featured speakers, Jon Sobrino and Gustavo 

figure 4.1. Stations of the cross in the chapel at the Jesuit University in San Salvador 
that depict the crucifi ed peoples of the civil war
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Gutiérrez, well-known liberation theologians, drew so many people that 
a television monitor had to be set up on the lawn outside the auditorium 
where they spoke. Th e multinational crowd included people from India, 
Asia, Africa, Australia, Europe, and countries throughout the Americas. 
People representing Judaism, Hinduism, and Buddhism as well as other 
religions gathered tightly together to hear the opening theological con-
siderations of the memory and legacy of Romero. Here, where nine years 
after Romero’s assassination, a death squad killed six Jesuit professors, 
their housekeeper, and her daughter, people regathered to listen to the 
wisdom of Romero’s vision.

Gutiérrez, speaking of the legacy of Romero, began by quoting him: 
“Jesus is the homily of God,” and, he added, “Romero is the homily of God 
in our presence.” Building on the memory of Romero, Gutiérrez insisted 
that Romero rightly pointed out the great evil of poverty: that it repre-
sents an essential lack of respect for the individual. Using images from 
Romero’s sermons, he reminded all gathered that the racist mental cat-
egories that leave so many people in poverty are based on an idolatry of 
the marketplace. Romero, he stated, fi rmly believed that “the shepherd 
does not seek security until he gives it to his fl ock.”

Sobrino, similarly, used extensive biblical passages to underline the 
need to take a stance for the poor and for justice. Reminding us of the ur-
gency to remember Romero, he recalled that Romero insisted that some 
things are just wrong. One cannot be silent and neutral when sinful struc-
tures that harm so many people are present.

While these theoretical considerations and refl ections on the theology 
of liberation are essential facets to Romero’s legacy, the narrative is most 
telling in the area of “walking with the people.” Certainly missing from the 
gathering at UCA was the voice of Rutilio Grande, urging Romero to lis-
ten to the people and to walk with them. Th is took place, however, in the 
following two venues: the Memorial Wall and the crypt at the cathedral.

One of the Co-Madres’ major eff orts has been to develop a perma-
nent memorial to all the killed and disappeared of the war. A few years 
ago, this memorial was fi nally erected at Pablo Neruda Park, along the 
avenue that leads to the center of the city and the cathedral. Much like 
the Vietnam Memorial in Washington, D.C., black granite slabs bear the 
names, by year of disappearance or death, of over 24,000 people. Be-
cause positive identity is required to have a name placed on the wall, an-
other 60,000 people who have never been found remain nameless here.¹² 
Walking through the memorial park, seeing the fl owers and cards left 
there, the people who come daily come to fi nd the name of someone who 

Rodriguez RevdPgs.indb   76 3/20/07   11:02:04 PM



 the power of narrative 77

was taken from them, and this places the memory of Romero’s strength 
and presence close by. In addition, there, under the inscription for 1980, 
among hundreds of other names, is Oscar Arnulfo Romero—in death, as 
in life, with the people he loved.

A mile from the memorial is the cathedral, where Romero’s remains 
rest in the basement crypt. Although he was archbishop, Romero in-
sisted that no diocesan monies be used to build up the cathedral in any 
way. Every resource, he believed, ought to be used for the hungry and to 
alleviate the suff ering of the people. In fact, he moved his residence to 
the simple accommodations provided by the hospital sisters next to the 
chapel where he was murdered. His tiny room and sparse wardrobe are 
very diff erent from the usual trappings of ecclesial power (Figures 4.2 and 

figure 4.2. Archbishop Romero’s bedroom in San Salvador
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4.3). Th ese things endeared him to the people and were lived with such 
authenticity that even now people refer to him as “San Romero,” even 
though he has not offi  cially been canonized.

Recently, the current archbishop poured a great deal of money into 
refurbishing and decorating the colonial-era cathedral. In the basement, 
where the former archbishops are buried, a sea of fl owers, cards, and re-
membrances from the thousands who visit here each day blankets the 
spot where Romero’s remains lie. His cause is being prepared for the can-
onization process, but, as his former secretary relates, this is moot, for, 
as he reminds the audience gathered to hear him relate Romero’s conver-
sion from conservative friend of the military to passionate defender of the 
poor, “the voice of the people is the voice of God,” according to Catholic 

figure 4.3. Th e liturgical robes Romero was wearing when he was assassinated
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tradition. In other words, if the people proclaim a person to be a saint, he 
is, despite the Church’s reluctance to confer the title.

However, here in the crypt, hundreds of people gather on this spring 
evening to dance, to sing, and to recall the words of Romero. “Vive 
Romero!” rings out time and again from the crowd of young people, In-
dians from Guatemala, middle-class people, and, of course, his beloved 
poor. Youth groups from throughout the country perform special dances 
called “Romeros” that have been developed and, interspersed among 
these, people give witness to how Romero has aff ected their lives. One 
young man of about twenty-one tells how he heard Romero’s words on a 
radio sermon and realized he could not be quiet in the face of injustice. 
It is truly a celebration of a life that continues to give joy, meaning, and 
purpose to the lives of many.

Th e narratives here are poignant. It is a time for witnesses to talk about 
Romero and to remind the people of his words, his deeds, and the con-
tinued struggle for justice. It is also a narrative of expression, as mu-
sic, poetry, and dance coalesce to bring the metanarrative of Romero’s 
life, through his death, to the consciousness of all those gathered. “Even 
though they may kill me,” Romero once said, “I will rise again in the Salva-
doran people.” Here, in this crypt beneath the cathedral, the people seem 
to dance, sing, and clap Romero back into existence.

For the offi  cial Church community, the capstone of the twenty-fi fth 
anniversary celebration was the massive outdoor Mass. It is a long-held 
doctrine of the offi  cial Church that the Eucharistic celebration is both a 
memorial to the death and life of Jesus and the source of life and hope 
for the faithful. And though to the outsider it may appear that the focus 
of the Mass is on a particular priest, who takes bread and wine and of-
fers these elements to the people, the theology of the Eucharist is quite 
complex. In fact, according to tradition, it is the total congregation to-
gether with the priest that transforms the bread and wine into the body 
and blood of Christ. Moreover, through this transformation, the people 
also become transformed into the living Body of Christ. Th is spirituality 
of the Eucharist was the very essence of Romero’s vocation as a priest and 
as a bishop who walked with the poor. Th e symbolism of the Mass, then, 
is a moment of time in which a memory becomes revivifi ed, recalled, and 
rekindled within the lives of the participants.

Th e depths of the Romero memory literally leapt out at this twilight 
Mass attended by thousands from all over the world (Figure 4.4). At its 
very onset, the presiding archbishop recalled that the Mass was in honor 
of “Oscar Reynaldo Romero.” Th e crowd, as if one body, held its breath 
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for a moment. Th en, throughout the congregation, people chanted “AR-
NULFO!! ARNULFO!! ARNULFO!!” For many standing in the crowd, this 
mistake seemed to further distance the offi  cial Church from the people 
while enabling them to claim a very personalized memory of Romero. 
Th roughout the rest of the liturgy, the chant “Queremos un obispo que 
anda con los pobres! Queremos un obispo que anda con los pobres! Que-
remos un obispo que anda con los pobres!” (We want a bishop who walks 
with the people!) rang out from the congregation. Later, at the outdoor 
rally four miles away in front of the cathedral, an elderly woman com-
mented, “We let the Right talk at the Mass. Now, it is time for us to talk!”

For hours, speakers, poets, musicians, and singers entertained the 
crowd and recalled the life, words, and meaning of Oscar Arnulfo Romero. 
Long into the night vendors sold popusas, sodas, chicken, and tamales, 
and families danced, lit fi reworks, and celebrated his memory in their 
midst. “Th e struggle is not over!” all were constantly reminded. “Romero 
resucito! Vive Romero!” (Romero has risen! Long live Romero!). Th e en-
thusiasm, joy, and vibrancy of the crowd boiled into the night and did 

figure 4.4. Large image of Archbishop Romero used as the backdrop for the altar at 
the outdoor Mass celebrated on the twenty-fi fth anniversary of his assassination
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not wane until the early dawn. It had been twenty-fi ve years since a bullet 
took the life of the man who recognized the voices of the poor and who 
saw the world through their eyes. Th e hope, on this night, was that soon, 
very soon, some other privileged, powerful vassal of the elite would come 
and walk with the people once again.

Concluding Remarks
Th e people understood and embraced the content of Romero’s message 
as Christian, with a preferential option for the poor. Romero’s central 
theme was the reign of God that calls forth a new and just society. He 
did not preach from a “political” agenda, but rather began with faith and 
scripture. It is through these lessons of faith and scripture that Romero 
analyzed historical reality. A central theme of his teaching was drawn 
from Catholic Social Teaching, which emphasizes the dignity of the hu-
man person.

Th e transmission of the memory of Oscar Romero may not be obvious 
or overt in many cases. It is processed through narrative, pop art, music, 
theater, and songs about what he said and did. Th ese experiences that 
call one to cry, to believe, and to resist tap into the lived reality of the 
people who have been orphaned . . . lamenting their loss but continuing 
the journey of life in hope. Th e people took it upon themselves to appro-
priate the image of Romero as refl ected in grassroots social movements 
and popular art, even naming youth groups, small Christian Base Com-
munities, centers, and institutions after him. Similarly, although many of 
the younger people in the rural areas never knew Romero, the images, the 
sermons that are still aired, and the structures of the cooperatives them-
selves provide an ongoing dialogue with his memory.

Years ago, the situation in El Salvador and the person of Romero did 
not allow one to remain neutral. Romero wrestled with the meaning 
of being human in the midst of a suff ering humanity. His commitment 
to the gospel of love and justice moved people as they walked together. 
Even those who claimed no belief believed in Romero. One Salvadoran 
woman refl ected, “Th ey killed the best and the most in us when they 
killed Romero.” Th e power of cultural memory explains why, in 2005, the 
situation in El Salvador and the person of Romero still do not allow one 
to remain neutral.

Romero infl uenced the lives of thousands of people. His life is referred 
to as a point of reference for behavior and for making sense of the world. 
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Romero was a confl icted person, certainly, and refl ected the confl icts of 
his time. Yet he remains a “fl or de piel” (fl ower on the skin) for those who 
loved him and a “fl or de piel” (burr in the fl esh) for those who hate him. 
He cannot be ignored in Salvadoran history, past, present, or future.

Interesting statistics support a shift that has taken place in the re-
calling and transmission of the life and history of Romero. In 1988, only 
21.1 percent of Salvadorans responded “yes” to the question of whether 
Romero should be made a saint. In 1995, the number increased to 49.5 
percent. Many of the people we spoke to, however, were adamant that he 
ought not to be recognized as a saint by the offi  cial Church. Why? “Be-
cause then they will claim him, and make him inaccessible to us.” Other 
questions asked in a survey conducted by the archdiocese were:

Should the Church get involved in political confl ict? (38 percent 
said yes)

Should the Church make an option for the poor? (59.6 percent 
said yes)

Should the archbishop denounce injustice? (83 percent said yes)

So, is the church of the poor, the church of the prophets, dying out? “Not 
among the poor,” according to Dean Brackley in an interview with the au-
thors. Romero demonstrated a new way of being church—a church that 
valiantly interpreted Catholic Social Teachings as part of the lived reality 
of the people. Brackley, an American Jesuit who has written extensively 
on the confl icts in El Salvador, often described how Monsignor Romero 
and Fr. Rutilio Grande demonstrated a new way of being church that gave 
public voice to the poor. Th ese two prophets, and other men and women 
of faith living among the people, nurtured and defended the people’s right 
to a public expression of faith.

Th e only source of truth (during twelve years of civil war) in El Salvador 
was the prophetic church. It was this church that the people experienced 
as the only true and authentic church. Th e fact that so many people now 
view the hierarchical, offi  cial Church as reneging on her mission does 
not diminish Romero’s vision or memory. Rather, the people are even 
more solidifi ed in the empowerment that Romero imparted to them, and 
they are willing to take on the role of presider, administrator, teacher, or 
other leadership positions, as we have seen with the cooperatives, the 
base communities, the Gang of Los Romeros, the Co-Madres, and the 
artists. To place this in Romero’s perspective:
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Where the poor begin to live, where the poor begin to liberate 
themselves, where men and women are able to sit down around a 
common table and share, there is God’s life. Th at is why when the 
Church inserts itself in the sociopolitical world in order to cooper-
ate in order to bring about the emergence of life for the poor, she 
is not undertaking a mere subsidiary task or something outside of 
her mission, but is witnessing to her faith in God, and is being the 
instrument of the Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of Life. . . . To give life 
to the poor, one must give his own life. . . . Many Salvadorians and 
many Christians are willing to give up their lives that there may be 
life for the poor.¹³

Th us, the power of the narrative of the memory of Archbishop Romero 
fi rmly grounds a spiritual ideology of resistance. Certainly some of this is 
rooted in the structures of the Catholic Church. But, on a more profound 
level, the memory of a person who was converted, and then wielded his 
power for the good of all, rests as an icon of immense proportions in El 
Salvador today. Th e emotionally laden images of murals, songs, poetry, 
pageants, and all the rest propel this memory into a living, breathing, ev-
eryday consciousness that, even twenty-fi ve years after his death, cannot 
be quieted. It is this sort of historical moment that converts the ennui of 
oppression into the passion of hope and care for one another that is at the 
very core of our survival as a human species.
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This was a very difficult chapter to write, and 
it has taken many diff erent directions as we attempted to 

describe and explain an emerging phenomenon among the Tzeltal Maya 
of Chiapas, Mexico. We found ourselves limited in the language of the In-
dian people, making us largely dependent on native speakers who are also 
adept at Spanish. Th is restricted much of our ability to see into the nu-
ances of the culture and to fully enter into many of the discussions that are 
presented here. Nevertheless, this ongoing dilemma of translation of cul-
tural ideals and meanings is the very heart of our work. How does the pro-
cess of syncretism¹ take place, and how are the concepts of a dominant so-
ciety inculturated?² Central to this discourse is the notion that a people’s 
spirituality forms the very foundation of meaning for their cultural values. 
How these core values become infused with new connotations, yet resist 
the hegemony of assimilation, is precisely what animates this chapter.

At a meeting in 2003, the bishop of Chiapas asked some Tzeltal lead-
ers what would happen to them (the Indians) if he and all the Jesuits were 
killed in a plane crash. After some consultation among themselves, one 
of the elders responded:

”Jtatik³ bishop, we think that perhaps you and the missionaries are 
not doing your job correctly. You see, we know through scripture 
that our Lord Jesus Christ formed his followers during three years. 
Th en he was killed on the cross, resurrected, and lived among his 
disciples for another forty days, at the end of which he left them to 
go to heaven. But his work is still present among us two thousand 
years later. However, you have been here for sixteen years, and we 
still need your presence to continue in our faith life. What did our 
Lord do that you are not doing now?” Th en he ventured the answer: 

“Before he left, our Lord Jesus Christ left his Holy Spirit to continue 
his work. But you have not given us this Spirit. You have not shared 

5. The Power of Syncretism/Inculturation
the tzeltal maya of chiapas, mexico
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it with us Tzeltal. It is true that we receive the Holy Spirit in our 
baptism, in our confi rmation, in other sacraments. But you have not 
given us the Spirit that builds the community and keeps it united. If 
you give this Spirit to us, then you will see how your work continues, 
even if you have to leave us.”⁴

Th e purpose of this chapter is to examine some of the ways in which the 
process of inculturation is taking place among the Tzeltal people today. 
We combine historical research, anthropological fi eldwork, and theologi-
cal refl ection in order to grasp some of the pertinent concepts that inform 
this aspect of cultural memory. For, as the Tzeltal negotiate the continua-
tion of their identity as people of the land in Chiapas, they are challenged 
with the task of reinterpreting ancient forms of wisdom that enabled gen-
erations to live, and live well, with the realities of an ever-expanding glo-
balized community.

Our work with the Tzeltal-speaking Maya communities of Chiapas 
provides an important example of the autonomy, strength, and impor-
tance of cultural resistance. Located as it is in the southernmost state of 
Mexico, bordering Guatemala, this ethnic enclave became a historically 
marginalized area that, prior to the Spanish Conquest, was an important 
center of Maya rituals and ceremonies. Usually considered a backwater, a 
far-off  outpost, or a pristine example of colonialism, the state of Chiapas 
has been a venue of active paramilitary resistance since 1994. It is also the 
venue of a peaceful, spiritual transformation that seeks to deepen ethnic 
identity.

Th e Tzeltal Maya Indians of Mexico
In the fi rst week of February 2003, over fi ve hundred men, women, and 
children traveled from hundreds of scattered villages to Ch’ich to attend 
a biannual week of sharing, training, and development of their roles as 
Tzeltal spiritual leaders. Each had to leave fi elds, work, elders needing 
care, and other responsibilities in the hands of others in order to make 
this trek. Th e villagers of Ch’ich, a small jungle enclave surrounded by 
fi elds of beans, squash, maize, and coff ee, organized themselves to feed 
all their guests, make sure all had a place to sleep, and host the various 
events for the week. Groups of men and women discussed issues of jus-
tice, and how to understand the Tzeltal concept of this term. Others met 
and discussed the role of healing in the various communities. Still others 
divided up to talk about leadership and teaching. All came together to 
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reaffi  rm their identity as Tzeltal Maya Indians, whose thousands of years 
of existence on this land is once again in peril. Th e very foundation of cul-
tural identity, as we have maintained in this book, is grounded on a per-
sistent spirituality that informs and feeds all other branches of conscious-
ness. In order to maintain place and identity in the twenty-fi rst century, 
the Tzeltal Maya are actively negotiating ancient patterns of existence 
with contemporary interpretations of the dominant Christian religion of 
Mexico. What is emerging is a syncretic autochthonous community.⁵

We began this book by stating that it was a collaboration between an 
anthropologist and a theologian, between a cultural anthropologist who 
has spent many years working with various indigenous groups and a 
theologian who is well known in the fi elds of Latin American and libera-
tion theologies. Th us, while Fortier prefers to use the term “syncretism,” 
and Rodríguez, “inculturation,” we are specifi cally examining the same 
phenomenon: the incorporation of the religion of a dominant culture into 
that of a colonized culture. And, in the process, social structures and rela-
tionships are reinterpreted. Th e power of memory, in this particular case, 
illustrates the active dialogue of the traditional social structures of the 
Tzeltal as they reinterpret and adapt the Christian religion to their own.

Behind this action of incorporating a dominant religion into an indig-
enous one, however, lies another structural element that has been work-
ing to maintain cultural autonomy and survival. Th is element is the Jesuit 
mission located in Bachajón. In a manner that has been played out repeat-
edly among indigenous people, the hierarchical Catholic Church initially 
imposed a regime of drastic cultural change among the Indians. Catholic 
missionaries forcefully brought their faith to the Tzeltal people in Chi-
apas. Th ey believed they were bringing salvation to a pagan people and 
consequently imposed Western culture and practice, largely ignoring the 
existing identity of the Maya. Th e levels of syncretism that have occurred, 
however, are often surprising for the missionaries and for later ethnogra-
phers and other cultural workers. Th us, in the Chiapas region, when the 
early Dominican friars arrived, those missionaries did fi nd a highly spiri-
tual people, on whom they imposed a system of Western spirituality. Th e 
resulting oppression became a source of resistance and of reinterpreta-
tion of ancient ways alongside Catholic theological constructs. Th is was 
possible because of the relative scarcity of Catholic priests, the far-fl ung 
villages, and the relatively large indigenous populations. Th e winds of 
change that revolution brought to Mexico, the expulsion of the Catholic 
Church, the reinterpretation of Vatican II, and the rise of liberation theol-
ogy set an important stage for the alliances that we are now examining.
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We wish to highlight two operative and essential elements in the syn-
cretic process. Th e fi rst is the indigenous struggle for self-rule and sur-
vival. Th e strength of the people to unite, and to see themselves as an 
extended community, is an essential part of the Tzeltal worldview, as op-
posed to Western constructs, in that the community has greater priority 
than the individual. Th e second essential component is the focus of the 
community on the Church as an icon and a center for their communal 
action. Th rough the Jesuit missionaries, the Roman Catholic Church em-
barked on a new path: dialogue with the people, encouraging them to ex-
plore their unique cultural forms of religious expression within the Cath-
olic context. Th is dialogue provided opportunities for the people to learn 
to integrate their faith into their daily lives, within a particular cultural 
reality and moment in history. However, although much of the contem-
porary literature is refl ected through the eyes of the Western-educated 
missionaries, we insist that the activity of negotiation is actually in the 
hands of the indigenous people.

Certainly, it can be jarring for many to reconcile the colonial history of 
the Church with the struggle for autonomy that exists today among the 
Indian people. Th e signifi cant element here, however, is the active par-
ticipation by Indian leaders in the formation and direction of each Indian 
community. Rather than being the passive receptors of Church doctrine, 
they are the animators of their respective communities. In fact, the term 

“animador de corazón” (animator of the heart) refers to the role of dea-
cons—and “deacon” is not a term for an individual but for the traditional 
partnership of a married man and woman who function together as “a 
deacon.” Th e context for this dynamic is based on the reality and cultural 
context of the people in Chiapas today.

Historical and Ethnographic Notes
Th e oppression of poverty, together with the natural richness of the Tzel-
tal land and the historical trauma caused by colonialism and globaliza tion, 
sets the stage for a response to the cultural endangerment that is based 
on human rights ideals. Cultural survival has become a major concern for 
many diff erent groups, from indigenous organizations to world bodies 
such as the United Nations, in the past fi fty years. Th is is largely because 
of a growing consciousness of the need to maintain diversifi cation of hu-
man beings on the globe, which will help (1) maintain ecological balances, 
(2) continue to bring new ways of knowing to the table, and (3) recognize 
the rights of groups to determine their own destinies. Th is need for a 
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concerted eff ort to appreciate the native ways of knowing, learning, car-
ing for one another, and practicing their cultural traditions has resulted in 
increased understanding of how enculturation took place and was incor-
porated into the internal organization of the traditional society.

Tzeltal Mayan, part of the Mayan linguistic family, today is spoken 
by about 375,000 people (making it the fourth-largest language group 
in Mexico).⁶ Th e Maya, of course, are usually associated with their large 
ceremonial complexes, such as Palenque (Figure 5.1), Tikal, Copán, or 
Yaxchilán, located in the region that includes Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, 
and Honduras; all of these collapsed by the tenth century due to inter-
nal confl icts and, possibly, climatic changes. Using glotto-chronological 
methods for dating languages, it appears that Proto-Tzeltal began devel-
oping around the eighth century bce. Th is dialectic group settled in the 
eastern part of the contemporary province of Chiapas around 300–600 
bce, and probably separated from the neighboring Tzotzil dialect around 
1200 bce.⁷ Because of the widely scattered communities, and the rela-
tive isolation of many groups, the contemporary Tzeltal speak two main 
dialects, highland (or Oxchuc) and lowland (or Bachajonteco). Each of 
these two main groups is also divided into subdialects. However, as with 

figure 5.1. Palenque, a Maya ceremonial center in Chiapas
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most dialectical variations, these refl ect geographical peculiarities and 
are mutually intelligible. Today, there are about 50,000 Tzeltal Indians in 
the Chiapas region.

Th e fi rst contact between Spaniards and the people of Chiapas came 
in 1522, when Hernán Cortés dispatched tax collectors to the area after 
the northern part of Mexico was subdued. Soon after, in 1523, Luis Marín, 
one of Cortés’s offi  cers, arrived in Chiapas to begin the Spanish Conquest 
in that area. Although Marín was able to pacify some of the indigenous 
groups, his forces met with fi erce resistance from the Tzotzil Indians in 
the highlands. After three years of struggle, Marín had still not been able 
to bring the natives of Chiapas under complete control. To fi nish the job, 
the Spaniards dispatched a new military expedition under the command 
of Diego de Mazariegos. But, faced with capture and slavery, many indig-
enous warriors preferred death to the loss of their freedom. In the Battle 
of Tepetchia, many Indians jumped to their deaths in Cañón del Sum-
idero rather than submit to the foreign invaders.⁸

Indigenous resistance was weakened by continual warfare with the 
Spaniards as well as disease, and Spanish control was established through 
most of Chiapas by the end of 1528, with both the Tzotzil and Tzeltal In-
dians subdued. On March 31, 1528, Captain Mazariegos established the 
Ciudad Real in the Valley of Jovel. Ciudad Real—which was later renamed 
San Cristóbal de las Casas—would be the capital of the province for 364 
years.⁹

As always, the Spaniards quickly followed the conquest with the estab-
lishment of missions. In this case, Pope Paul III established the Diocese 
of Chiapas in 1538, and in 1541 the fi rst bishop was appointed. However, 
following the arduous journey to the area, he died and was replaced by 
the well-known defender of Indian rights, Fray Bartolomé de Las Casas.¹⁰ 
According to the latter’s own directives, the Indians needed active protec-
tion from the exploitation of the conquistadors. Laying down important 
foundations for the missions, he advocated the recognition of the rights 
and dignity of the Indian population and the need to adapt the preach-
ing of the Gospel to the Indian cultures (and emphasized the learning of 
the culture and languages). Las Casas called for a conversion that would 
be based on the Indians’ free acceptance, and he ruled out force. Mis-
sioners were asked to reach out to the Indians as itinerant pastors, and 
the Church would defend the cause of Indians denouncing injustices and 
abuses on the part of the Spanish or Mestizo population.¹¹

Th ese directives appear to have been followed initially, but in sub-
sequent years, prior to the expulsion of all priests during the Mexican 
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Revolution, they became more lax. In fact, the Spanish colonial admin-
istration introduced the encomienda system¹² into Chiapas, virtually re-
ducing the indigenous population to slavery and bondage. Forced to pay 
tribute twice a year, the Chiapas natives carried an undercurrent of re-
sentment from one generation to another.

Chiapas is a region that has experienced centuries of confl ict between 
the dominant cultures and the indigenous people. Th e revolt of the Tzel-
tal communities in Los Altos in 1712, for example, included their allies, 
the Tzotzil and the Chol. Th e ongoing border disputes with Guatemala 
date back to the time of Mexican independence. Many indigenous people 
favored their continued unity with Guatemala, but the elites, or landown-
ers, pushed for the incorporation of the state of Chiapas into Mexico. Th e 
confl icts over this led to the occupation of Chiapas by the army of An-
tonio López de Santa Anna (1842), mainly out of fears that a “caste war” 
would break out against the ruling elites. Th e area’s indigenous people did 
rise up in a rebellion (1868–1872) in an attempt to regain land taken by 
elites from the north. Even today, the Mexican army keeps a strong, and 
visible, presence in much of the state.

Th e persistent attempts to destroy indigenous culture and to incorpo-
rate the people into the great nation-state concept are also revealed in the 
historical census data. According to the 1814 census, for example, about 
105,000 Indians, 21,000 mestizos, and 3,000 Spaniards lived in the state 
of Chiapas. It is important to note here the very early presence of such 
signifi cant numbers of non-Indians in the region. Th ese are the groups 
that claimed large expanses of land, encroaching on communal lands of 
the Indians. For, by the time of the 1895 federal census, the indigenous 
population was 129,000 people, accounting for 36 percent of the popula-
tion. Th is is notable for at least two reasons: (1) the slight increase in in-
digenous population indicates a struggle to maintain a viable replacement 
population to balance the many deaths, and (2) the fact that the Indians 
had become a minority in the region over such a brief period.

A shift occurs, however, in the early twentieth century and contin-
ues to be an important factor in the increasing indigenous resistance to 
outside encroachment. For example, in the 1921 census, over 47 percent 
of the population (200,000 people) self-described themselves as “pure 
Indian.” However, of this number, only 27 percent claimed they could 
speak their indigenous language (of which Tzeltal was the largest compo-
nent). Yet, by 1990, more than 716,000 people spoke over fi fty-one indige-
nous languages in the region (another 245,000 classifi ed as Indians could 
not speak their native language). In addition, by 2000, the population of 
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those people fi ve years old and above who speak their own language rose 
to over 809,000. Yet, the percentage of Indians to non-Indians continues 
to fall; out of a total state population of over 3 million people, less than 35 
percent are Indian.¹³

Th ree important observations can be made from these data. Th e fi rst 
is that, in spite of constant incursions into their communities and pres-
sures to assimilate, the indigenous populations are growing. Second, the 
indigenous people are not only resisting linguistic imperialism, but are 
growing as a population of native-language speakers. However, third, the 
indigenous people are losing ground to the steady stream of non-Indians 
coming into their region. Th e fact that they are a minority within the state 
of Chiapas, yet maintain boundaries based on linguistic diff erences, in-
dicates, to us, that a pervasive and deep-seated manner of understanding 
place and being in their world is dependent on a language that is refl ec-
tive of their place in nature.¹⁴

Th e ethnic distribution of Chiapas is very complex and represents a dy-
namic, ever-changing phenomenon. Even today, out of Chiapas’s 111 mu-
nicipalities, 99 have signifi cant indigenous populations, the majority of 
which are closely related Mayan-speaking groups (Table 5.1). In the 2000 
census, 13 municipalities of Chiapas contained indigenous populations 
that made up at least 98 percent of the total population of the municipio 

table 5.1. Indigenous Populations in Chiapas, Mexico, 1992

group population
percentage of total 
population of chiapas

Tzeltal , .
Tzotzil , .
Chol , .
Zoque , .
Tojolabal (Chuj) , .
Mam , .
Mochó , .
Cakchiquel , .
Lacandón  .
Other indigenous groups , .

Total , ,,

Source: http://www.travelchiapas.com/about/about-5.php
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(municipality). In all, 22 municipios had indigenous populations over 90 
percent, and 36 municipios had native populations exceeding 50 percent. 
Th is, of course, clearly indicates that the Indian populations are concen-
trated in a few areas, which also helps to maintain their sense of identity. 
(Th e largest concentration of indigenous-language-speaking individuals 
is living in fi ve of Chiapas’s nine regions: Los Altos, Selva, Norte, Fron-
teriza, and Sierra. Th e remaining four regions, Centro, Frailesca, Soco-
nusco, and Costa, have populations that are considered to be dominantly 
mestizo).

In the case at hand, the fact that so many groups, the Tzeltal in particu-
lar, managed to survive has much to do with the pre-Columbian organi-
zation of the areas known as tzumbalil. Tzumbalil means “to be planted” 
and is similar to a clan system. “To be planted” is a particularly Meso-
american ideal that refers to their dependence on maize and indicates the 
close kinship the people have to the land and its processes. One’s birth-
place is of great importance to identity and to the continuation of rela-
tionships with the extended community. A clan system (although these 
do not occur, per se, among the Tzeltal) is an analogy that indicates, again, 
how deeply felt this connection is for the people. For, in a clan system, a 
person is connected to a network of kin-people who can also claim de-
scent from a common ancestor. Similarly, in the tzumbalil concept, a per-
son can claim allegiance, fi ctive (or real) kinship, and alliance to a wide 
range of others who “have been planted” in that land. Th ese relationships 
form a basic organizational pattern even today among the 530 Tzeltal 
communities.¹⁵

Ecologically, the Tzeltal region is divided into three zones: north, cen-
tral, and south. Some demographic and cultural variations coordinate 
with these zones. More fundamentally, however, each Tzeltal commu-
nity constitutes a distinct social and cultural unit. “Each community has 
its well-defi ned lands, its own dialect forms, wearing apparel, kinship 
system, politico-religious organization, economic resources, crafts, and 
other cultural features.”¹⁶ Traditionally, strong intercommunity solidarity 
contrasted with the lack of any social or political solidarity at the ethnic-
group level. However, as will be illustrated here, the development of the 
inculturated Church has produced a much-needed coherency as a politi-
cal/economic entity.

Agriculture is the basic economic activity of the Tzeltal people. Tra-
ditional Mesoamerican crops—maize, beans, squash, and chiles—are the 
most important, but a variety of other crops, including wheat, manioc, 
sweet potatoes, cotton, chayote, some fruits, other vegetables, and coff ee, 
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are cultivated. Regional variations in ecological conditions, such as the rel-
ative altitude or availability of water, lead to some diff erentiation in agricul-
ture. Domestic animals include poultry, pigs, burros, and cattle, but these 
animals are seldom eaten.¹⁷ Tzeltal villages are noted for craft specialties, 
and the women proudly display, wear, and sell their beautiful needle work. 
Surplus produce and craft products are traded throughout the region via a 
system of regional periodic markets, and these markets link the Tzeltal to 
the wider Mexican economic system. Finally, many Tzeltal are dependent 
to some extent on wage labor in order to provision their households. As in 
the past, much of this wage labor continues to be tied to large landowners. 
In the fi rst few years of the new millennium, the Tzeltal have begun a sys-
tem of farming cooperatives, as well as a cooperative aimed at the develop-
ment of their coff ee resources.¹⁸

All of the Tzeltal communities follow an essentially similar structural 
pattern, with a town center and a number of communities called parajes, 
which are scattered over the municipio. Th e town is the political, reli-
gious, and commercial center of the entire community. Th e town centers 
are divided into two sections called barrios, or capsules in Tzeltal, each 
with its own local authorities and its own patron saint (kallpulteol, to be 
discussed below).

Interestingly, a number of traditional forms of kinship organization 
persist in the face of persistent colonialism. For example, many commu-
nities continue a marriage system that anthropologists refer to as the 

“Omaha” type.¹⁹ In this pattern, land-based horticulturalists pass on land 
through the patriline. However, patrilineal cross cousins are considered 
marriageable, as they are not considered blood relatives. Th is is a refl ec-
tion of the tzumbalil concept mentioned above. In brief, this allows an 
extended connection to kin in various villages, representing the diverse 
environmental area, thus enabling access to resources at various times of 
the year. Th e underlying concept, of course, is that all related people have 
social obligations to kin when they are called upon for help or assistance.²⁰ 
However, as the Latino concept of bilateral kinship (claiming blood de-
scent from both parents) and the concomitant Catholic idea of marriage 
to a person at least considered as distant as a “second cousin” becomes 
more prevalent, the Tzeltal are fi nding ways to reinterpret and maintain 
the basic functions of these structures.

One example of the syncretism that is of particular interest to this 
endeavor of examining the roots of cultural memory is how deeply in-
grained the ancient forms of political, economic, and religious conscious-
ness are to every aspect of the contemporary culture. In this case, the 
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ancient system of cargos (charges), in which the community responsibili-
ties were clearly set out, has been translated into a new vernacular. Th is 
language retains the old structure, yet reinterprets it to refl ect the present-
day realities. As can be seen in Table 5.2, the ancient civil and religious of-
fi ces continue to animate the Tzeltal worldview and form of organization. 
Th ese roles, duties, and responsibilities were, and continue to be, built 
on the relationships within particular communities and the relationships 
between communities based on kinship.

As noted above, the basis for the familial units, tzumbalil, continues 
to be an important reality today for the Tzeltal people. Furthermore, the 
manner in which the living space is portioned for the extended groups 
continues to follow the ancient pattern of kalpulli, a Nahuatl (Aztec lan-
guage) term. Essentially, these are organizational units, each with its own 
deity (kallpulteol), who acts as protector and provider for the unit. Th ese 
deities have largely become inculturated as patron saints.²¹ Belonging 
to a kalpul is a “crucial source of personal identity for the people. . . . A 
sense of security and harmony is experienced . . . under the protection of 
the patron saint and the ancestors. . . . Th rough this organization, each 
member receives what he or she needs (living quarters, land for cultiva-
tion, assistance, etc.). Outside the community, the chances for survival 

table 5.2. Th e cargo (charge) system

civil religious

Ancient: Alkal, Cabildo 

(Village leadership group)

Current: Comisariado; Consejo de 
Vigilancia; Comités de Agua, de 
Escuela, de Caminos; Representante 
de la Organización; Jueces Tzeltales, 
Musiqueros, Promotores de Justicia 
y Derechos de Mujeres

(Superintendent; Safety Council; 
Water, School, and Road 
Commissions; Organizational 
Representative; Tzeltal Judges; 
Musicians; Promoters of Justice and 
Women‘s Rights)

Ancient: Cofradía, Ofi cial, Martoma, 
Caporal, Capitán

(Brotherhoods and offi  cials of the 
local deity)

Current: Catequista, Presidente, Coro, 
Coordinador, Prediácono, Diácono, 
Visitador, Arreglador, Animador del 
Corazón

(Catechists, President, Choir, 
Coordinator, Deacon in Training, 
Deacon, Visitor, Arranger, Preacher)
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are perceived as minimal.”²² Th us, in spite of centuries of incursions and 
programs of assimilation (see Appendixes 1 and 2), the Tzeltal continue 
to organize in ancient ways, to fi nd meaning in their connections to the 
land and its processes, and to maintain a distinct ethnic identity.

Th e Making of an Inculturated Resistance
precedence Th e state of Chiapas has for centuries been under the 
colonial-style rule of Mexico, but conditions in the latter part of the twen-
tieth century led to a growing discord among the Indians. Most notable 
in this growing unease was the steady erosion of village autonomy, the 
extension of globalization, and the continued attempts by the Mexican 
school system to reeducate the Indian children away from their culture. 
Of course, the uprising of 1994 led, eventually, to the signing of the San 
Andrés Accords, or the Law on Indian Rights and Culture, which extended 
civil rights to indigenous people (by the Mexican government). Th is doc-
ument (see Appendix 3), however, could remain a hollow promise of ide-
als if not for the very active participation of indigenous leaders and their 
allies to ensure that the struggle of the Tzeltal for their land, customs, and 
children remains in the forefront of the community’s plans.

Th e now famous 1994 Zapatista uprising (named after the famed Mexi-
can revolutionary Emiliano Zapata) was a signifi cant moment in indig-
enous rights for this past century. Because of the steady erosion of avail-
able medical services, the reeducation of Indian children, and the steady 
inroads global capital concerns were making, peasant soldiers united to 
take over several regional towns in order to get their concerns voiced on 
a larger platform. Th is, of course, caught the attention of the world and 
catapulted their struggle onto the global screen. Today, in contrast to the 
highly politicized nature of the Zapatista movement, the Tzeltal spiritual 
leaders tell us, “Serving politics and religion is like having two women; 
you cannot do justice to both,” or, “One ought not to approach problems 
with a machete and stones. Dialogue brings us to peace.”

structural elements In 1858, many of the clergy left Chiapas (usu-
ally attributed to the revolution’s impetus to seize Church properties), 
which opened up an opportunity for the indigenous people. In eff ect, it 
allowed the people to choose how to organize and what to do about their 
own spirituality without the oppression of outside missionaries. Th is is 
noted as a time of great creativity and a return to many indigenous ways. 
Th e oppression by the government and by the landowners continued to 
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account for a great deal of poverty and marginalization. However, two 
bishops in the last half of the twentieth century (in particular), Lucio 
Torreblanca and Samuel Ruiz, took a strong stance in support of the in-
digenous people. As part of this, they invited Jesuits to come to the dio-
cese to work with the Tzeltal people in 1958.²³ Th is partnership of indig-
enous communities with Jesuit missions is a prime example of the sort of 
solidarities that can produce greater indigenous consciousness and au-
tonomy, for though historically the goal of missions has largely been to 
impose their own values upon a local community, the thrust of this part-
nership is quite diff erent. In fact, the directive of the Indians is to own 
their leadership.

Th ere are fi ve distinct communities that exist within the larger Tzel-
tal ethnic group, each with individual traditions and histories. Th ese fi ve 
groups are: San Jerónimo Bachajón, San Sabastián Bachajón, Sitalá, Gua-
quitepec, and Chilón. Each group is headed by “convokers” called jTsobao. 
As noted above, these communities were autonomous, with little political 
structure in previous times. We have found that, through their collabora-
tion with the type of organizational and power base that the institutional 
Church brings, the fi ve groups have been strengthened politically and ec-
onomically through their rituals, language, and cultural forms of religious 
and social expression. Th is process is one of reconstructing the Catholic 
community that wishes to continue to be Tzeltal, but insists on retaining 
its particular identity as an Indian people in the twenty-fi rst century. As 
Fr. Eugenio Maurer points out, the initial endeavor failed to understand 
the importance of the traditional trensipaletik, or “council of elders.”²⁴ 
What the Jesuits have learned is that they must (1) learn the Tzeltal lan-
guage, and (2) follow the ethnically specifi c structures that have been in 
place for hundreds of years.

Th e notion of ethnicity and its integral role in the global world system 
today is a key concept for grasping the role of inculturation and syncre-
tism. Ethnicity is a category of human beings that is created by nation-
state systems. In essence, an “ethnic identity” results from categorizing 
cultural diff erences that are highlighted by a dominant cultural system. 
Often, the enclaves of diverse cultures are subsumed and assimilated by 
the nation-state, and native languages, religions, life-ways, customs, and 
worldviews are lost forever. In some ways, a nation-state can be viewed 
as an entity that consumes an inordinate amount of resources, human 
and other, in order to constantly expand. Th e inherent instability of these 
systems, as evidenced by our current global environmental situation, for 
example, indicates the importance of alternatives. Th e fact that ethnic 
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enclaves continue to resist nation-states today is an important signal for 
the survival of all people, reminding us that diverse enclaves of resistance 
must be made secure and safe. If not, nation-states that tend to assimi-
late humans, decimate resources, and marginalize the essence of being 
human will surely imperil all life on our planet. However, these enclaves 
cannot exist in isolation, either. Rather, creative partnerships with orga-
nizations that can bridge the two worldviews are essential for long-term 
organization and survival.

Perhaps the offi  cial “breaking point” of this consciousness in Chiapas 
arose during the First Indian Congress, held at San Cristóbal de Las Casas 
(Chiapas) in 1974. Marking the 400th birthday of Bartolomé de Las Casas, 
as well as the 150th anniversary of Mexican independence, it was the fi rst 
time that all the Indian communities participated in a pan-Indian con-
gress.²⁵ According to Alexander P. Zatyrka, this gathering enabled the In-
dians to realize their common situation of poverty, isolation, and margin-
alization. Moreover, the bishop (Don Samuel) put into place a structure of 
collegial decision making, as well as a process for the Indian communities 
to actively engage in the Church structure within their communities.²⁶ In 
collaboration with the Jesuits, the mission at Bachajón became the center 
for this work.

Formational Pedagogy and Spirituality
Th is partnership between indigenous communities and the Jesuit mis-
sion at Bachajón is a prime example of the kinds of cooperative ventures 
that can produce greater indigenous consciousness and autonomy. At the 
heart of Tzeltal cultural continuity are, of course, the structures that fos-
ter enculturation. If a culture is to continue to thrive, and to reproduce 
the elements that are particularly suited to its long-term survival and 
fl ourishing, the manner in which knowledge is passed from generation to 
generation must be adhered to. Th us, the Jesuits realized that the Tzeltal 
had developed the jTijwanej method of pedagogy, which fl owed out of 
and evolved from the traditional jNopteswanej, or “instructor,” approach.²⁷ 
Th is method placed the catechist as the jTijaw ta k’op, “the one who chal-
lenges, confronts, questions” the congruency between faith and action.

Th e evolution into the jTijwanej raised the individual role to that of a 
group process, enabling a more involved participation by the communi-
ties. Th is process follows the stages of problem identity, refl ection, and 
solution that refl ect traditional Tzeltal customs and values. According 
to the catechists and the village participants, this method allows for the 
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balance between leadership and the teaching role of the catechist and the 
sharing with the whole community. Again, refl ecting on the importance 
of collaboration and harmony within the community, the structure en-
sures that the community comes to a consensus:

 1. Presentation of the theme (yochibal k’op, “fi rst word”). Th e facili-
tator presents the purpose and reason for the meeting. S/he puts 
forward a few points to stimulate the discussion.

 2. Narration of the text to be studied (scholel k’op, “announcing 
word”). Th e material could be scripture, a community proposal, 
or an inquiry of some sort. Th e narrator facilitates by expressing 
the ideas in a context that the participants can claim.

 3. Reading aloud of the refl ection materials (yilel hun, “seeing the 
book”). Th e collaboration with the mission and others provides 
refl ection materials and adjunct documents to aid in the under-
standing of the theme.

 4. Activation (stijel k’op, “animating word”). Th e facilitator makes 
participants aware of the elements that they are to refl ect on, as 
well as the intellectual tools they have to complete the task.

 5. Conversation (snopel k’op, “knowing the word”). Small groups en-
ter into the discussion of the themes. Each group will select a rep-
resentative to voice their conclusions to the assembly.

 6. Gathering the word (stsobel k’op). Th e facilitator encourages the 
various representatives to share their conclusions.

 7. Returning the word (sutel k’op). Th e facilitator summarizes what 
he/she has heard and seeks clarifi cations.

 8. Th e refl ected word (te nopbil k’op, “apprehended word”). Th e 
conclusions will be refl ected back to the community to ensure 
that everyone agrees with the summary.²⁸

During the intercambio (regional meeting) at Ch’ich, we witnessed this 
process numerous times and were impressed with the level of participa-
tion, consensus, and force of direction of the communal discernments. In 
one instance, for example, the theme was to refl ect on the role of women 
in the community. Th e passage from Luke on the healing of the woman 
who bled since birth was read, then the groups went off  to refl ect on 
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various areas. As is the custom, women met separately from men. After a 
few hours of dialogue, the groups reconvened in the hermitage to present 
their conclusions. However, one group of women decided that the best 
way to illustrate their message was to act it out.

Taking on the roles of Jesus, the woman in need of healing, and the 
apostles, the women acted out in detail the scripture reading, making it 
come alive in the Tzeltal context. Afterward, the spokesperson for the 
group explained, “Th e bleeding is the poverty, the injustice, the margin-
alization of women for so long, and the suff ering of the people, as well. 
It is only when we can touch the Lord, and be recognized as who we are, 
that we can become healed.”

In this manner, then, the jTijwanej method takes traditional cultural 
elements and infuses them with contemporary Christian and Catholic/Je-
suit means of interpretation. Th e collaboration of the mission at Bachajón 
aids in the training, structuring, and implementation of the constituent 
parts. But, as is clear here, the real process, and the ownership, is fi rmly 
in the hands of the Tzeltal Indian community. Th ey form the agenda, and 
they address the issues and come to their own conclusions. In the end, 
in the above refl ection process, the people concluded that more must be 
done to protect women, include them in all aspects of community life, en-
sure their voices are heard, and work toward their recognition as leaders 
in the various communities.

Th e Inculturated Community
Perhaps no where else that we have worked have we seen the ideal of ec-
clesia (assembly of citizens, church) so well articulated as it is here, in its 
ideal state. Th e concept of an indigenous church is an idea that hinges on 
the involvement of each member of the community and the commitment 
to be responsible for the community and to base their lives on the spiri-
tual values that orchestrate all facets of existence. Ritual action is integral 
to this identity and results in the recognition of leaders within the com-
munity. Furthermore, the self-direction of these groups results in regular 
meetings and education.

Th e authors met with members of four key ministerial groups. Th e 
Tzeltal “judges” were “those whose ministry is to reconcile problems be-
tween people.” Th ey are trained in the “methods of social analysis for the 
resolution of confl ict” as well as in nonviolent dispute resolution; Mexi-
can constitutional, civil, and criminal law; and international human rights. 
Fundamental to this training are the Tzeltal elders’ traditional methods 
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of resolving confl ict and handing down “restorative justice.” Th is pre-
pares them to mediate both ecclesial and civil confl icts. In addition to 
civil judges, who are trained to resolve minor criminal and civil problems 
within the community according to the Tzeltal culture, there are eccle-
sial judges, who receive the same basic training and also learn Catholic 
Church canon law and the established ecclesial process for resolving con-
fl ict within the hierarchy.

A second ministerial group is the catechists, who are selected by the 
community to become coordinators. Th ese catechists (often men) have 
demonstrated their leadership qualities and commitment to the commu-
nity in service, respect, and the capacity to listen more than to speak.

Th e third signifi cant pastoral ministry is the poxtaywanej (health pro-
moters). Pox is the Tzeltal word for “alcoholic drink” and for “medicine.” 
Health promoters receive training in fi rst aid, Western medicine, and tra-
ditional healing rituals, and learn how to combine all three. In addition, 
they see their role as one of preserving Tzeltal culture.

Th e fourth group of leaders is the jMuc’ubtsej (deacons), which can 
be translated from Tzeltal into Spanish as “animadores del corazón,” or, 
more accurately, “those who make our heart grow larger.”

Indigenous Th eology: Overview
As noted earlier, the lack of good health care and the historical trauma 
of colonialism brought the Indian communities close to destruction. An 
important development in the process of creating a native church is the 
twining of health and spirituality. Using outside professionals and indig-
enous healers, a reawakening and reappreciation of the depths of Indian 
knowledge, healing, and place in the natural world is taking place. Th is is 
leading to a new interpretation, a new philosophy of being, which can be 
called a native theology. Th is new native theology is a creation of the In-
dian people, based on their understanding of Judeo-Christian scriptures, 
their own traditions, and their active refl ection and practice within their 
own communities.

A core concept in Tzeltal cosmovision is that of harmony, which ani-
mates all of their endeavors. According to the Jesuit anthropologist Eu-
genio Maurer,²⁹ the very root of happiness for the Tzeltal is (1) harmony 
with nature, as “Mother-Earth.” It is essential for Indians to fi nd tranquil-
ity and peace in the environment. Th is, naturally, leads to (2) “harmony 
within the individual,” or nakal yo’tan (having the heart at home). Not 
surprisingly, the complete (3) harmony of society rests within the family, 
where spouses refer to one another as snhuhp jti’, snhuhp ko’tan (the match 
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of my mouth, the match of my heart). In such a society, it is imperative 
that (4) harmony within a community is maintained, as individual con-
fl icts usually extend to family members, and decisions are made by agree-
ment of the whole community.

Th is concept of the paramount importance of the community is fi rmly 
found in the Tzeltal understanding of the “patron saint,” or deity/kallpul-
teol, referred to earlier. Th is entity is responsible for protection, for suste-
nance, and for continuing the harmony within the community. Th e depth 
of these connections is apparent in the everyday customs of the people. 
For example, in each hermitage or church, the statues of the saints are 
considered to have eyes to see and ears to hear;³⁰ thus, whenever one en-
ters a church, each and every statue is visited, touched, and reverenced. 
In the same manner, when one enters a house, everyone in the house-
hold is greeted with a handshake or a kiss. And younger people bow their 
heads to receive a blessing from an elder, who gently lays his or her hands 
on the younger person’s head.

Th us, when there is a break in the harmony of the community, the com-
munity exposes itself to punishment from the superior beings (kallpul-
teol). Restoration of harmony is primarily recovered through a liturgy of 
healing and a reconciliation. In the former, someone who has “wisdom 
of the heart” is called to preside at the healing of an ill person. It is be-
lieved that illness comes from a break in harmony, and the recourse is to 
restore harmony through invocations and “punishments.”³¹ In the latter, 
the Tzeltal jmeltsa’anwane, meaning “arranger” or “reconciler,” is charged 
with fi nding reconciliation between two harmed parties.

For example, while we were in Ch’ich, the judges gathered at one point 
to discuss the case of a young man who had raped a young woman. Th e 
judges (judges usually are a man and his wife) spoke separately to each 
party, trying to understand the details about the off enses. Th en they 
spoke separately to the families of the man and of the young woman. Af-
ter this, they brought the parties together, and each spoke to the judges 
without addressing the other party. Th e process resulted in a dialogue 
and an acceptance of a penalty for the young man, as well as reconcilia-
tion between the two families.

In another example of healing and reconciling the brokenness of com-
munity, the deacons gathered to heal the heart of another deacon, who 
had lost his wife a few months before. As noted above, the completeness 
of being a human, in the Tzeltal worldview, is to be man and woman (their 
term for “priest,” in fact, translates as “little boy,” since a priest is unmar-
ried, and thus not complete). In this healing ritual, referred to as la ani-
mación del corazón, the importance of individual harmony is addressed. 
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Th e deacon was invited to enter a circle of deacons (men and women) and 
was given a candle to hold.³² All raised their hands over the kneeling wid-
ower and prayed for healing. Th en, each person bent over the man and 
whispered words of strength into his ear. Tears streamed down the man’s 
cheeks, but the ritual was clear; his brokenness was felt within the whole 
community, and it needed to be placed in harmony. According to Catho-
lic Church law, this man could not remarry and be a deacon. Yet, to be a 
Tzeltal man, he must be married. Th e resolution of the discord was not the 
widower’s alone, but the concern of the whole community as it struggled 
to fi nd balance in a broken world.³³

Another example of the inculturation of the indigenous theology is 
the translation of the Bible into Tzeltal. Many well-known Bible groups 
have endeavored to translate the Bible into every language (e.g., the Sum-
mer Institute of Linguistics), but these are largely word-to-word trans-
lations from a European text to the indigenous language. In the case of 
the Tzeltal, however, the active agents in the process were native Tzeltal 
speakers. Tzel tal leaders Abelino Guzmán and Gilberto Moreno, who are 
recognized as possessing superior oral skills in both Spanish and Tzeltal, 
headed the Tzeltal translators. Working with Tzeltal-speaking Jesuit col-
leagues, these Tzeltal men, and their families, labored to create a Bible 
that refl ected Tzeltal values, but was based on the ancient Judeo-Christian 
scriptures. To accomplish this, three married couples read the Hebrew 
scripture interpretations, and three read the Christian interpretations. 

“Although the women did not know how to read,” Fr. Maurer writes, “their 
husbands read to them the texts. It is interesting to note that because 
women were not literate and had little experience with the Spanish lan-
guage, they were often more familiar with the ancient Tzeltal words and 
therefore provided invaluable insight into how certain ideas would be 
best translated.”³⁴

Some examples of these passages, and how they reveal a particular 
Tzeltal worldview, are useful. A few terms have been left in Spanish (e.g., 
Dios, “God”) because there are no equivalent terms in Tzeltal. However, 
a word like “apostle” is now the equivalent of “one who serves.” For words 
that do not exist in Tzeltal, neologisms have been created, based on Tzel-
tal roots; for example, “key” is “instrument to open.” A very good example 
of a uniquely Tzeltal understanding is the translation of “teacher.” Th e 
Tzeltal term, j-nohp-tes-wan-ej, means “he who makes me learn and has 
the responsibility of making me learn.” “Judge” does not mean, “one who 
passes sentence,” but rather “that person who reconciles the parties in 
confl ict.” And, a particularly poignant passage, John 15:4 (“Remain in me 
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and I in you”), becomes “May your heart remain as one, united with mine, 
and I also, unite my heart to remain united with yours.”³⁵

On July 12, 2005, the translation was presented to the people in a for-
mal ceremony. Fr. Eugenio Maurer wrote the following account:

Th e liturgy begins, before the Mayan altar, with prayers of the faith-
ful, in the Tzeltal way. Th ey prayed in each of the four directions 
of the Mayan altar (about 20 minutes), at each of the four cardi-
nal points, respectively: to the North, from where the fertile rain 
comes; to the South, where hot weather comes; to the West, where 
the sun sets, and to the East, where the sun rises.

Th e ambo [where the readings and Gospel are read] has arms that are the 
leaves that cover the ear of corn, its grains of four diff erent colors that 
represent the distinct subethnicities of the Tzeltal people. Th e bats’il, or 
authentic Mayan women-men, were created of diverse varieties [of corn], 
which a goddess ground and later used to form the bodies of the fi rst hu-
mans. Corn is sacred, and for this reason, the book of the Divine Word 
rests on the corn.

Just as they prayed toward the four cardinal points, the bishop also 
presented the Divine Word toward each of the four cardinal points to in-
dicate the universality of the message, which fi nally comes to the Tzeltal 
People in their bats’il k’op, their true language.

At the end of the Mass, each of the four main translators was honored 
(Fr. Eugenio, Gilberto, Nacho Morales, and Abelino) and asked direct 
prayers to Papa God about what had come from our heart.³⁶

Indigenous Th eology: Th e New Synthesis
Inculturation is the process, ideally, whereby a new cultural creation 
blooms out of the seeds of the indigenous ways mixed with the ways of 
the outside religion. As an anthropological concept, this is what is termed 

“culture change”: adaptation and reinterpretation for cultural continuity. 
Th e importance of this syncretic blending of indigenous and non-native 
elements is that it (1) maintains negotiated ethnic boundaries, (2) creates 
new forms to understand cross-cultural meanings, and (3) infuses the 
inculturated spirituality with emotionally available meanings that under-
score indigenous values.

Th is new understanding of place and being continues to use the ancient 
ways of political-social-religious organization, and to reinterpret those 
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table 5.3. Th e process of syncretism in Chiapas

How We Do It
Insertion
Inculturation
Interdisciplinary unions

With an Attitude of:
Respect for and value of cultures

While Promoting:
Traditional practices
Indigenous church
Human rights

Th rough:
Courses
Encounters
Meetings
Cases

figure 5.2. Th e goals of syncretism in Chiapas

Respect of Human Rights

To Improve the Population 
and the Quality of Life. 
Satisfaction of Needs.

Opportunities To Develop 
an Integral Vision

Collecting Process

Territory Control

Sustainable
 Development

Intercultural 
Education

Indigenous 
Movement

Peace 
Process
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roles in contemporary areas. So, rather than demeaning and eradicating 
the ancient ways of sustainability, these partnerships reinterpret and re-
vitalize the rites, myths, and traditions of the ancestors. Th e Jesuits and 
the Catholic Church in Chiapas, who actively participate in and serve this 
collaborative organization, do not set out their own goals to accomplish, 
but rather articulate the goals and processes of the Indians themselves.

Th us, according to the teams of Tzeltal and Jesuits, the inculturation of 
the faith is a means of maintaining cultural autonomy and resisting West-
ern expansionism and hegemony. Th e process and goals of this incultura-
tion are summarized in Table 5.3 and Figure 5.2.

Concluding Remarks
Th e partnership between the Tzeltal and the Jesuits of Chiapas helps 
unite the ideals of human rights and the internal strengths of the com-
munities, and underscores the determination of the people to be non-
globalized and ethnically separate from the dominant culture. Th e Tzeltal 
people have endured over fi ve hundred years of conquest and marginal-
ization by Western world powers. Political programs to assimilate, to en-
culturate, and to break apart traditional ways and structures have been 
actively resisted, as noted in the history and the current events of the area. 
However, at the dawn of the twenty-fi rst century, new threats take on a 
particularly pernicious aspect. A few of these, such as the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), place the Tzeltal people in a new 
and dangerous position. For, with the opening of the verdant areas of 
Chiapas to oil exploration, mining, agribusiness, tourism, manufacturing 
plants, and other aspects of “progress,” the village structures and family 
organizations are placed in real danger. Accompanying these pressures is 
the steady encroachment of Spanish as a forced language in the schools, 
as well as English as the language of business. Oftentimes, as well, some 
Pentecostal sects have taken the position that anything indigenous needs 
to be converted to Western sensibilities. All of these threats represent 
forms that lack respect for the culture and the people of the area.

Th us, by developing an inculturated autochthonous community, the 
Tzeltal gain a stronger structure with which to control their own destiny. 
With little doubt, the Catholic Church is a powerful ally in their struggle 
for autonomy and ethnic recognition. By challenging the Church to raise 
its own level of consciousness regarding the unique cultural and social 
patterns of their long tradition, the Tzeltal have in fact aided the Church 
to respond to its own rhetoric of being with the poor and the marginal-
ized and being a Church of service to the poor. With services now exclu-
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sively in the Tzeltal language, meetings and proceedings carried out in 
the Tzeltal way, and structures of leadership and enculturation placed in a 
Tzeltal context, the syncretic nature of traditional spirituality and twenty-
fi rst-century Catholic theology empowers the Indian people to fi nd the all-
important harmony within the land where they live, and in the communi-
ties that animate the past, present, and future of the region. To re iterate 
the basic premise of this book, the very foundation of cultural identity is 
a persistent spirituality that informs and feeds all other branches of con-
sciousness. Th e modes of syncretic inculturation that the Tzeltal are de-
veloping are clearly based on pre-Columbian structures that help them 
maintain their balance—and harmony—in the twenty-fi rst century.

figure 5.3. Maya and Catholic ritual during an interregional meeting, Ch’ich, 
Chiapas
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The concept of “culture” is subject to a plethora 
of defi nitions, but we have chosen to view culture as 

ideational. Th e usual defi nition is fused with notions of function (how 
the culture operates to maintain life), history (how the culture under-
stands its place in time), politics (the alliances that bond people to ele-
ments of power and governance), and all the other traditional paradigms 
of the culture concept. By choosing to examine the role of memory in the 
ideational sense, we have maintained that cultures at their very core are 
built on an all-pervasive spirituality that provides values with emotionally 
hued meanings. Th us, by placing spirituality in a privileged position in 
the formation and maintenance of cultural identity, we have argued that 
the heart of cultural survival is a dynamic of religious consciousness and 
resistance to the imposition of colonialism.

In taking this stance, we have examined the roles of image (Guadal-
upe), secrecy and ritual (Yaqui), narrative (Romero), and syncretic devel-
opments (Tzeltal) as means by which specifi c cultures organize and main-
tain ethnic boundaries. Th eologian Robert Schreiter insightfully sums up 
this process:

Culture is ideational—it provides systems of frameworks of mean-
ing which serve both to interpret the world and to provide guidance 
for living in the world. Culture in this dimension embodies beliefs, 
values, attitudes, and rules for behavior. Second, culture is perfor-
mance—rituals that bind a culture’s members together to provide 
them with a participatory way of embodying and enacting their his-
tories and values. Performance also encompasses embodied behav-
iors. Th ird, culture is material—the artifacts and symbolizations 
that become a source for identity: language, food, clothing, music, 
and the organization of space.¹

. Final Thoughts
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Although we presented four specifi c manners in which cultures main-
tain, interpret, and guide themselves in the world while resisting assimila-
tion, all four manners—image, secrecy/ritual, narrative, and syncretic de-
velopments—are, of course, present in each example. What is especially 
important to this point is that our study of cultural memory absolutely 
precludes any notion of memory being an inheritable collective entity in 
the biological sense. Since culture is learned behavior, and is intended to 
lead to an ongoing adaptation to the social and environmental contexts, 
it necessarily falls or rises on the strength of its enculturation processes. 
Yes, some postmodern theorists have debated the reality of “culture,” but 
we insist that there is a substance and a truth to the manner in which 
people construct their realities and organize their values with meaning. 
Th is is the role of cultural memory.

Allied to our thesis is the work of sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, whose 
notion of collective memory is rooted in socialization and custom.² What 
we have especially highlighted in this study is that cultural memory is 
transcendent in that it remains embedded in, yet distinct from, the every-
day experience. Cultural memory is anchored and does not change over 
time.³ As Assmann argues, there are fateful points in history, the memory 
of which is maintained through texts, rites, monuments, narratives, and 
other forms of transmission illustrated by our examples.⁴ Th roughout, we 
have reiterated six distinct elements of cultural memory:

 1. Identity. In a dominant worldview that assumes globalization, the 
Mexicans, Yaqui, Salvadorans, and Tzeltal stand as examples of 
the maintenance of ethnic identity. Th e source of this ability to 
resist Western global identity is discovered in a consciousness of 
their unity in diff erences from the dominant culture.

 2. Reconstruction. In no manner have we suggested that the above 
cultures are attempting to preserve the past per se. Rather, the 
dynamism of culture, and its ability to adapt and to produce gen-
erations of descendants, rests in an ability to interpret and re-
construct vital knowledge. How that past is remembered in the 
present is not an imitation of the “good old days.” It is, rather, an 
activity of making meaning in the world. Th at reconstruction of 
the past is never a replicating proposition, but rather a process of 
contemporary human beings creating a space to exist along with 
the wisdom of their ancestors.

 3. Enculturation. Th e manner in which members of a culture learn 
core values is key to the survival of the repository of wisdom of 
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any culture. One must be fi lled with the worldview that marks a 
culture’s distinctiveness and be so imprinted with that knowledge 
that it appears absolutely logical. As meaning-seeking creatures, 
we depend upon our social context to provide answers and guid-
ance. Often, what cannot be grasped on an intellectual level is 
most deeply appreciated through a process of learning that infuses 
feelings with meanings. Th ese communally appropriate ways of 
viewing the world, often inaccessible to outsiders, are the struc-
tural elements to the formation of cultural memory.

 4. Transmission. Th e structures in which the memory is institution-
alized through modes of communication, and the socialization of 
those responsible for its transmission, are of great importance to 
how cultural memory is maintained. Th erefore, we have examined 
the role of image, narrative, secrecy and ritual, and syncretism. 
Th ese form the means for the enculturation of the memories.

 5. Obligations. Th e obligations connected to a group’s values ensure 
its continued resiliency in the world today. Th ese moral impera-
tives, if you will, are directed at the process of developing a fully 
human being in the ideal of that particular culture. Th e Yaqui, for 
example, must keep a discipline of silence, of fasting, of keeping 
vows, and all the other ancient protectors of their identity. We 
have pointed out, as well, the obligations of families to pass on the 
image of Guadalupe to their children and to tell that story. Simi-
larly, those who hear the narratives of Romero are challenged and 
obligated to walk with him today. And the Tzeltal continue to rec-
ognize their obligations to the land from which they were planted, 
to name but a few examples from our study.

 6. Refl exivity. Refl exivity is the ability to take the everyday and in-
terpret it in the metamemory context. Th us, cultural memory is 
the ground from which everyday experiences become meaningful. 
Furthermore, this refl exivity ensures a “healthy” ethnocentrism 
regarding a culture’s own system of knowledge.⁵ We have illus-
trated how the Tzeltal Maya people, living amidst an encroach-
ing globalized world, use an interpretation of the Judeo-Christian 
scriptures to guide them through the new social elements being 
introduced into their world. Perhaps in some large North Ameri-
can city, a young Mexican single mother fi nds solace and renewed 
strength in the words of Guadalupe, and recalls the image given 
to her by her grandmother. We have shown how the Mothers of 
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the Disappeared in El Salvador fi nd strength in their connection 
to Romero. And in the Yaqui enclave outside of Phoenix, what ap-
pears to the outsider as poverty is alive with the richness of con-
nection to the eight pueblos of Sonora.

Given pervasive globalization and the ravages of colonialism, it is obvi-
ous that there are no “pure” cultures. Culture contact, culture change, 
and adaptations are a given. Environments shift, new information arrives, 
foreign concepts and material goods constantly cross borders. No culture 
can remain static and survive over the centuries, successfully reproduc-
ing knowledge and humans. Rather, cultures devise strategies to under-
stand the new elements and to connect their core values with the wisdom 
of the past. Th e fact that the crucial memories that we have discussed in 
our four cases are all rooted in violent, disruptive events is absolutely key 
to understanding cultural integrity and resistance to assimilation.

Again, the strategies that we have described here are the result of ac-
tive negotiation around the boundaries of participation. Th e descendants 
of the Guadalupe experience, for example, remember ancestors who had 
to choose between annihilation, accommodation, or assimilation. Th e 
collective memory of Guadalupe reminds them of the pre-Columbian 
realities, the destructiveness of the conquest, and the manner in which 
the ideal life ought to be lived. Th is is actively negotiated with the reali-
ties of the ordinary world, whether it is in Mexico City or Duluth, Minne-
sota. Similarly, the Yaqui descendants recall the years of subjugation and 
horrors, placed in the context of secrets that only those who have direct 
links to that experience can know. Today, the Yaqui on the outskirts of 
Phoenix, be they social workers or garbage collectors, are joined through 
a matrix of ritual and ceremonial bonds that transform marginalization 
into centrality.

What we have presented in the case of Romero and the El Salvador 
experience is an example of how a destructive event becomes embedded 
with meaning. Here we have an example of a cultural memory that is be-
ing created in an eff ort to resist the continued eff orts to oppress and an-
nihilate the poor. Th e narrative elevates the horrors of death squads, war, 
and hatred to a communal obligation to walk with Romero. And in the 
example of the Tzeltal of Chiapas, we presented the dynamics of a cul-
tural memory that rests on a grounded pre-Columbian past. Th at mem-
ory has encountered the horrors of the conquest and of colonialism, but 
now negotiates with a former oppressor to bring new meanings to old 
rituals and relationships.
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Our work on these cultural elements of memory is a passion and an 
inspiration. Both of us have been deeply moved by the stories that we 
encountered and the people we met. While we each have years of prior 
experience working with diverse communities, the research goals of this 
particular project deepened our commitment to understanding and 
teaching about cultural survival today. For though the globalized, domi-
nant society and so many nation-states continue to marginalize and as-
similate the diverse cultures, it is clear that resistance is occurring. Fur-
thermore, in a postindustrial society in which spirituality and religion 
are either discounted as conveying any real knowledge or miscast as the 
pawns of political ideologues, we insist that authentic human potential 
and goodness is rooted in a culture’s spirituality. For the many marginal-
ized communities, ethnic enclaves, and struggling communities that are 
beset by a world that would deny them a place, cultural memories estab-
lish place, legitimacy, and voice. We are wise if we visit, listen, and learn.
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appendix . 
Summary of Post-independence Political 
Movements in Mexico

historical 
periods 
& dates

national 
administration public policies

impacts & 
indigenous  
movements

  
Agrarian & 
Economic

Cultural & 
Educational  

1857–1910

Characterized 
by Liberal 
politics and 
a thirty-year 
dictatorship

 

Presidencies of 
Benito Juárez

1880–1910

Presidency and 
dictatorship of 
Porfi rio Díaz

Privatization of 
communal lands.

Distribution of 
large blocks of 
lands to estate 
owners.

Colonization 
by Italian, 
Spanish, and 
French farmers 
encouraged.

No educational 
or cultural 
support to 
indigenous 
peoples.

First schools 
for indigenous 
peoples 
instituted.

Society 
appropriates 
symbols from 
the past.

Beginning of 
the “caste wars” 
of indigenous 
groups.

Armed rebellion 
of the Yaqui, 
Cora, Huichol, 
Otomi, and 
Nahua for land 
rights.

1910–1930 

Mexican 
Revolution

National 
Reconstruction

 

Presidencies of  
F. I. Madero and 
V. Carranza.

Seven years 
of civil war.

Constitutional 
Reform/Agrarian 
Law.

Chaotic division 
of land in private 
plots.

Expropriation of 
large holdings 
and recognize 
comunidades.

Create ejidos. 

Ethnographic 
studies initiated 
and solutions 
proposed.

Creation of 
a Department 
of Education 
and Indigenous 
Boarding 
Schools.

Zapatista 
movement for 
land begins in 
Morelos. Slogan 
is “Land and 
Liberty.”

Sociedad 
Unifi cadora de 
la Raza Indígena 
(SURI) created.
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1910–1930
(continued)

Presidencies of 
A. Obregon and  
P. E. Calles

Create 
Indigenous 
Aff airs Bureau 
in Ministry of 
Agriculture.

Assimilation 
occurs.

PRI (Institutional 
Revolutionary 
Party) formed.

Agrarian reform 
pressures by 
indigenous 
groups.

1930–1940 

Agrarian peace 
and 
Industriali zation 
in Mexico

Presidencies of  
Portes Gil and 
Cárdenas.

First Inter-American 
Congress of 
Indigenists held 
in Mexico.

Agrarian reform 
carried out 
and millions of 
hectares given 
to ejidos and 
comunidades.

Bank for Ejido 
Credit created.

Instituto 
Nacional de 
Arqueología 
e Historia 
(INAH) created 
in 1938; Dept. 
for Indigenous 
Aff airs becomes 
a Ministry.

Th irty-three 
indigenous 
regions and 
boarding schools 
created.

Use of 
indigenous 
language in 
school system 
proposed.

Students in 
boarding schools 
form Supreme 
Council of the 
Tarahumara 
(CSRT) and 
establish regional 
congresses of 
other groups.

National Peasant 
Confederation 
formed within 
PRI.

1940–1970 

Consolidation 
of the 
Revolution and 
modernization 
of country.

Presidencies of 
M. Avila Camacho, 
M. Alemán, A. Ruiz 
Cortines, and 
G. Díaz Ordaz.

Large dams and 
other infrastructure 
constructed

Th roughout 
period, lands 
continue to be 
given out.

Indigenous 
centers for 
reform created in 
eleven regions in 
1948.

Bilingual 
education 
introduced in 
1963 as means 
to develop 
indigenous 
peoples 
and assist 
assimilation 
process.

Agreements with 
Yaqui and other 
groups signed.

Resettlement 
of indigenous 
peoples due to 
infrastructure.

historical 
periods 
& dates

national 
administration public policies

impacts & 
indigenous  
movements

  
Agrarian 
& Economic

Cultural & 
Educational  
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historical 
periods 
& dates

national 
administration public policies

impacts & 
indigenous  
movements

  
Agrarian 
& Economic

Cultural & 
Educational  

1940–1970
(continued)

Th eory of 
assimilation 
and cultural 
integration 
dominates 
politics. 
Indigenous 
patrimony of 
Yaqui created in 
Mexquital Valley.

Experiments 
with bilingual 
education 
undertaken 
in the eleven 
indigenous 
regional centers.

Creation 
of National 
Confederation 
of Youth and 
Indigenous 
Communities 
(CNJCI).

New 
organizations 
are formed for 
the protection 
of indigenous 
people.

Student 
movement of 
1968 alerts nation 
to need for more 
reforms.

Guerrilla 
movements start 
in Chihuahua, 
Guerrero, 
Oaxaca, and 
Mexico City.

1970–1980 Presidencies of L. 
Echeverría and  J. 
López Portillo

Twelve million 
hectares of land 
given in land 
reform.

Sixty new 
indigenous 
centers created 
for national 
coverage.

Large 
development 
programs 
initiated.

Department 
of Indigenous 
Education 
created and 
value of bilingual 
education 
recognized.

Centers for study 
of social issues 
and indigenous 
issues created.

First indigenous 
congress in 
Chiapas, 1974.

First Congress 
of Indigenous 
Peoples in 
Michoacán. 
National 
Confederation 
of Indigenous 
Peoples (CNPI) 
created after 1975 
Congress.
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1970–1980
(continued)

National 
Association 
of Indigenous 
Bilingual 
Professors 
is formed.

1980–1990 

Initiate NAFTA 
dialogue and 
neoliberal 
reforms. 

Th eories of 
marginality and 
poverty emerge.

Presidencies of 
J. López Portillo, 
M. de la Madrid, 
and C. Salinas 
de Gortari. 

Slowdown of land 
reform programs. 
Development 
programs like 
Solidaridad are 
consolidated 
to address 
marginality and 
poverty issues.

Agrarian support 
programs are 
reduced or 
cancelled.

Expansion 
of bilingual 
education 
coverage. 

Popular culture 
programs 
expanded for 
indigenous 
cultural heritage. 

Radio 
transmitters 
established in 
indigenous areas 
for transmission 
in local 
languages.

Confl ict in 
Huasteca with 
new indigenous 
political 
organizations 
against state 
governments.

New producers’ 
organizations 
emerge to 
respond to 
fewer support 
programs.

Multiparty 
alliances start 
to emerge.

Many NGOs 
emerge to provide 
assistance in rural 
areas.

historical 
periods 
& dates

national 
administration public policies

impacts & 
indigenous  
movements

  
Agrarian 
& Economic

Cultural & 
Educational  
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1990–present 

Consolidate 
neoliberal 
model.

1994 economic 
crisis with rapid 
recovery but 
persistence 
of strong 
inequality. 

Presidencies of 
C. Salinas de 
Gortari, E. Zedillo, 
V. Fox, and 
F. Calderón.

Th e reform of 
Article 27 of the 
Constitution 
by President 
Salinas permits 
transaction of 
ejido land, and 
the subsequent 
land-titling 
program 
(PROCEDE) 
of the Zedillo 
administration 
seeks to complete 
the land 
regularization 
and agrarian 
reform process.

Solidarity 
program 
developed with 
new coverage of 
municipal funds.

Oaxaca initiates 
a process of 
developing the 
Indigenous 
Peoples and 
Communities 
Rights Law.

Modifi cation of 
Article 4 of the 
Constitution in 
1992.

New intellectual 
movements 
to recognize 
indigenous 
identity.

Political parties 
begin to adopt 
a new discourse 
on indigenous 
aff airs.

Emergence 
of peasant 
confederations 
in all political 
parties.

Politicization 
of indigenous 
movements to 
promote legal 
reform. 

1994—armed 
rebellion in 
Chiapas.

1996—San 
Andrés Accord 
signed and 
autonomous 
municipalities 
start to form.

historical 
periods 
& dates

national 
administration public policies

impacts & 
indigenous  
movements

  
Agrarian 
& Economic

Cultural & 
Educational  
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appendix . 
Short Summary of International Events and 
Their Impact on Indigenous Political Movements

dates, entities, 
and locations events

recommended 
policies impacts

1940 

Pátzcuaro, Michoacán

Inter-American 
Indigenous Congress 
promoted by countries 
of region.

To respect and protect 
indigenous peoples for 
their development.

Creation of national 
institutions 
for indigenous 
development.

Create the Indigenist 
Institute of Latin 
America in Mexico 
City as result of 
congress.

Indigenous Institute 
created in 1948.

1949 

UNESCO, meeting 
in Paris, France 

Meeting formulates 
the need for 
indigenous peoples 
to be addressed.

Regional Center for 
Basic Education in 
Latin America created 
(Michoacán)

Train specialized 
education 
professionals for 
indigenous education.

Infl uence the 
educational politics 
in the continent.

1959–1968 

OAS, 
Washington, D.C.

Organization of 
American States 
formulates an Applied 
Social Science 
Program in Mexico. 

Train anthropologists 
and other applied 
professionals in the 
region.

Professionals work in 
Indigenous Institute 
and in indigenous 
education and 
with indigenous 
organizations.
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dates, entities, 
and locations events

recommended 
policies impacts

1957 and 1989 

International Labor 
Organization (ILO), 
New York

Convention 107 of 
1957 for indigenous 
and tribal peoples and 
Convention 169 of 
1989 

Promote respect for 
indigenous culture and 
rights to indigenous 
identity and customs.

Mexico ratifi es 
International 
Labor Organization 
Convention 169 and 
approves this as a 
law. Indigenous 
groups begin to 
make demands for 
its implementation.

1962–1965 

Second Vatican 
Council, Rome

Vatican promotes 
liberation theology and 
organizes missions.

Promote indigenous 
rights through 
activities of Church 
authorities and 
leaders.

Church organizes 
indigenous peoples 
and a process of 
refl ection, especially 
in Chiapas.

1994 

United Nations, 
New York

Project for Global 
Declaration of 
Indigenous Peoples 
Rights

Human Rights 
Commission 
recognizes the urgent 
necessity of respecting 
indigenous rights, 
lands, and cultural 
resources.

Impact on national 
and state laws through 
reforms related 
to Article 4 of the 
Mexican Constitution.

1992  

Inter-American 
Development Bank 
(IDB) 

Madrid, Spain 

Creation of the 
Indigenous Fund 
(Fondo Indígena) 
in Bolivia with IDB 
support.

Establish a mechanism 
for channeling 
resources and 
technical assistance 
to indigenous 
communities and 
their organizations. 

Mexico subscribes to 
this convention and 
provides fi nancial 
resources for human 
development.

World Bank creates 
Indigenous Peoples 
Training Program 
with International 
Development Forum 
(IDF) funds.
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agreement

Regarding the documents:

”Joint declaration that the federal government and the EZLN shall submit 
to national debating and decision-making bodies”

”Joint proposals that the federal government and the EZLN agree to sub-
mit to national debating and decision-making bodies, in respect of point 
1.4 of the rules of procedure”

”Commitments for Chiapas made by the state and federal governments 
and the EZLN, in respect of point 1.3 of the rules of procedure,”

stemming from the fi rst part of the Resolutive Plenary Meeting on the 
topic “Indigenous Rights and Culture”:

A. Th e Federal Government, through its delegation, expresses its accep-
tance of said documents.

B. Th e EZLN, through its delegation, expresses its acceptance of said doc-
uments. In regard to the issues on which it formulated, at the session on 
February 14, 1996, of this second part of the Resolutive Plenary Meeting, 
proposals for additions and substitutions or eliminations in the text of 
same, in accordance with the results of the consultations carried out by 
the EZLN, it expresses the following:

 1. Th e delegation of the EZLN insists in pointing out the lack of 
solution to the grave national agrarian problem, and the need to 
amend Article 27 of the Constitution, which should refl ect the 

appendix . 
The San Andrés Accords, or the Law 
on Indian Rights and Culture, 1996
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spirit of Emiliano Zapata, summarized in two basic demands: the 
land belongs to those who work it, and Land and Freedom (Doc-
ument 2, “Joint proposals that the Federal Government and the 
EZLN agree to submit to national debating and decision-making 
bodies, in respect of point 1.4 of the Rules of Procedure,” page 11, 
paragraph 5, “Constitutional and Legal Amendments,” subpara-
graph B).

 2. With regard to sustainable development, the delegation of the 
EZLN considers it insuffi  cient for the government to compensate 
indigenous peoples for damage caused on their lands and territo-
ries, once the damage has been caused. Th ere is a need to develop 
a policy of true sustainability that preserves the lands, territories, 
and natural resources of indigenous peoples, in short, that takes 
into account the social costs of development projects (Document 
1, “Joint declaration that the Federal Government and the EZLN 
shall submit to national debating and decision-making bodies,” 
page 3, in the subtitle “Principles of the new relationship,” sub-
paragraph 2).

 3. In regard to the topic “Situation, Rights, and Culture of Indige-
nous Women,” the delegation of the EZLN considers the present 
points of agreement insuffi  cient. Owing to the triple oppression 
suff ered by indigenous women—as women, as indigenous per-
sons, and as poor persons—they demand the building of a new 
national society, with another economic, political, social, and cul-
tural model that includes all Mexicans, both women and men 
(Document 3.2, “Actions and measures for Chiapas. Commit-
ments and joint proposals of the State and Federal Governments 
and the EZLN,” page 9).

 4. In general terms, the delegation of the EZLN considers it neces-
sary that, in each case, the times and terms in which the agree-
ments should be put into practice be specifi ed and that, to that 
end, the indigenous peoples and the pertinent authorities should 
program and schedule their implementation by mutual accord.

 5. With regard to guarantees of full access to justice, the delega-
tion of the EZLN considers that the need to appoint interpret-
ers in all trials and lawsuits involving indigenous persons should 
not be ignored, ensuring that said interpreters are expressly ac-
cepted by the accused and that they know the language and are 
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familiar with the indigenous culture and legal system (Document 
2, “Joint proposals that the Federal Government and the EZLN 
agree to submit to national debating and decision-making bodies, 
in respect of point 1.4 of the Rules of Procedure,” page 6, subtitle 

“Guarantees of Full Access to Justice”).

 6. Th e delegation of the EZLN considers it essential that legislation 
be passed to protect the rights of migrants, both indigenous and 
nonindigenous, within and outside national borders (Document 
1, “Joint declaration that the Federal Government and the EZLN 
shall submit to national debating and decision-making bodies,” 
page 5, point 8, subtitle “Protecting Indigenous Migrants”).

 7. In order to strengthen the municipalities, the delegation of the 
EZLN considers that explicit commitments by the government 
are required to guarantee their access to adequate infrastructure, 
training, and economic resources (Document 2, “Joint propos-
als that the Federal Government and the EZLN agree to submit 
to national debating and decision-making bodies, in respect of 
point 1.4 of the Rules of Procedure,” page 3).

 8. With regard to the communications media, the delegation of the 
EZLN considers it necessary that access be guaranteed to reli-
able, timely, and suffi  cient information on the government’s ac-
tivities, as well as access by indigenous peoples to existing com-
munications media, and that the right of indigenous peoples to 
have their own communications media (radio broadcasting, tele-
vision, telephone, press, fax, communication radios, computers, 
and satellite access) be guaranteed (Document 2, “Joint propos-
als that the Federal Government and the EZLN agree to submit 
to national debating and decision-making bodies, in respect of 
point 1.4 of the Rules of Procedure,” page 9, point 8, “Communi-
cations Media”).

C. In regard to the parts of the documents to which subparagraph B refers, 
both delegations agree that, at the time that they identify by common ac-
cord during the dialogue, they shall exhaust negotiation eff orts on same.

D. Th e parties shall submit to national debating and decision-making 
bodies and to other pertinent bodies the three accompanying documents, 
which contain the agreements and commitments reached by the parties.
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E. Both parties assume the commitment to submit the present resolu-
tion to national debating and decision-making bodies and to the perti-
nent bodies of the state of Chiapas, in the understanding that the points 
indicated in subparagraph B should also be considered by said bodies as 
material resulting from the dialogue.

Th e present document and three documents that accompany it have been 
duly legalized as agreements under the terms of the Rules of Procedure 
and of the Law for Dialogue, Conciliation, and Dignifi ed Peace in Chiapas, 
and are incorporated as such into the Agreement for Concord and Pacifi -
cation with Justice and Dignity.

february 16, 1996
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extracted tributes from the Indians in the form of goods, metals, money, and labor. In 
return for these, the encomendero was supposed to provide the Indians with protec-
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to pay a tax to the Crown.
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5. Ibid., 129–130.
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