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“The country is a jail for the Catholic Church. In order to be logical, a Revolution must gain the entire soul of a nation. They will have to open a jail for each home, and they don’t have enough handcuffs or hangmen to bind up the hands and cut off the heads of the martyrs. We are not worried about defending our material interests, because these come and go; but our spiritual interests, these we will defend because they are necessary to obtain our salvation.”  (Anacleto Gonzalez Flores)


The first nation to go through a Marxist style revolution was not Russia, but Mexico.

This weekend, in Guadalajara, Mexico, Cardinal José Saraiva Martins, Prefect of the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, will beatify thirteen martyrs who were killed there during the persecutions of the Church during the 1920’s. 

In the Jubilee year 2000, Pope John Paul II canonized 25 Mexican beati from this period of communist oppression. This is a second batch. 

It includes three priests Jose Trinidad Rangel, Andres Sola Molist, and Dario Acosta Zurita; , nine laymen: Leonardo Pérez, Anacleto Gonzalez Flores and seven companions, and Jose Sanchez del Rio.


A little historical explanation might be helpful. Mexico obtained its independence from Spain during the 1810-1811 War of Independence, begun by a priest, Miguel Hidalgo. 

Various revolutionary groups – inspired by the French Revolution – later found it convenient to denounce the Catholic Church as anti-democratic and exploitative. But most of the Mexican people were deeply Catholic, so the revolutionaries had to claim – undemocratically – that the majority did not know what was good for them.

Anti-Catholic legislation was enacted, but thanks to a moderate Premier, Porfiro Diaz, ignored from 1876 to 1911. When he died, however, the liberals, freemasons, communists and anti-clericals gained power and set about trying to crush the Church. Bishops were banished, priests imprisoned, convents seized, the Mass forbidden, Catholic schools closed and almost all church property confiscated. The Querétaro constitution of 1917 legalised this assault on the Church.


“The Constitution of the State shall be a socialistic one, and in addition to excluding all religious doctrine, shall combat fanaticism and prejudice by organizing its instruction and activities in a way that shall permit the creation in youth of an exact and rational conception of the Universe and of social life.”


The liberals in power proved far more intolerant than those whom criticized. For example, in Tabasco state, the governor Canabal, who to express his radicalism had named his children Lenin, Lucifer and Satan, expelled any priest who refused to get married. Few did, and the entire state became almost priestless.

The persecutions worsened when Plutarco Elías Calles – the “Mexican Nero” - became president in 1924. He was a peculiar figure, inclining to Socialism, but later an admiring reader of Hitler’s Mein Kampf. His boundless hatred for the Church arose from his thirst to concentrate all power in his own hands.


In 1925 Pope Pius XI instituted today’s solemnity of Christ the King – as a direct challenge to the atheistic regimes in Mexico and the USSR which were denying the rights of God and His Church.

Many Mexican Catholics joined the “National League for Defence of Religious Freedom” which organized legal protests and boycotts against the persecutions. Calles retaliated with the Ley Calles of 1926, making all religious services with participation of a priest illegal. Priests could be fined 250 dollars for wearing religious vestments, and imprisoned for five years for criticizing the government. 


In his Encyclical of 1926, Iniquis Afflictisque, Pope Pius XI sharply criticised the persecution of the Church in Mexico. Citing offensive sections of the 1917 constitution, he wrote:


"Priests…must be not only Mexicans by birth and cannot exceed a certain number specified by law, but are at the same time deprived of all civil and political rights. They are thus placed in the same class with criminals and the insane… The vows of religious, religious orders, and religious congregations are outlawed in Mexico. Public divine worship is forbidden unless it takes place within the confines of a church and is carried on under the watchful eye of the Government. All church buildings have been declared the property of the state.……………The clergy, on their side, have not hesitated to go to prison when ordered, and even to face death itself with serenity and courage."

 In 1928 President Calles admitted to a British journalist that he had executed about fifty priests, but the true number was probably double that. The most famous victim was the popular Jesuit, St Miguel Pro.

Faithful Catholics mobilized, and collected a petition with over two million signatures calling for the repeal of the Ley Calles. The Mexican regime ignored their pleas. The judicial murder of Fr Luis Batiz and other founders of the Religious Liberty League goaded the Catholics into open revolt. 

In 1927, concluding that they had no other choice, some Catholics took up arms in an effort to recover their religious liberty. It was called the Cristeros rebellion,  because the rebels’ battle cry was “¡Viva Cristo Rey! ¡Viva la Virgen de Guadalupe!  - "Long live Christ the King! Long live the Virgin of Guadalupe!"

The rebellion is reminiscent of Catholic religious uprisings in England, like the 1536 Pilgrimage of Grace, the Western Rising of 1549, and the Rising of the North in 1569. These, however, were protests against the forced imposition of Protestantism, whereas the Mexican rebels were fighting atheism and freemasonry. 

While the bishops officially remained neutral, many laymen took up arms, and priests acted as their chaplains. Most of the fighters were young workers, peasants and students, but they were handicapped by a lack of military training. They rallied tens of thousands against the anarchic and brutal government army’s 80,000.


The Cristeros revolt lasted some 30 months and controlled the west-central provinces of the country. 


In June 1929, the American ambassador, Morrow, brokered a compromise truce between the Cristeros and the new president Portes Gil. The war had claimed the lives of some 90,000: 57,000 on the federal side, 30,000 Cristeros. The bishops forced acceptance of the peace by threatening to excommunicate anyone who did not accept the ceasefire. The church bells rang out for the first time in three years.

Later, however, numerous civilians and Cristeros were murdered in anticlerical revenge raids. The next President, Cardenas, announced, “I am tired of closing churches and finding them full. Now I am going to open the churches and educate the people, and in ten years I shall find them empty.”

Well, not quite, Señor el Presidente. You communism has gone down the tubes, and Mexico seventy years later is still a Catholic country. Only in the 1990’s, though, was the last anti-Church legislation removed from the statute book.

Of this Sunday’s new Blesseds, Anacleto Gonzalez Flores was a young lawyer.  He taught catechism, and as a member of the SVP visited the poor, the sick, and prisoners. He was a leading member of National Confederation of Catholic Workers. He preferred non-violent resistance, but his name was on a list of those who helped supply the rebels.


He was arrested and martyred along with the brothers Jorge and Ramón Vargas González, and Luis Padilla Gómez. He was badly beaten, his teeth smashed, his hands and feet slashed with knives. He said to the commanding officer: 


“General, I forgive you from the bottom of my heart. Very soon, we shall see one another before the divine court. The same judge who will judge me will judge you; at that time you find in me an intercessor before God.”


None of the firing squad had the courage to shoot him. The general ordered a captain to stab him with a bayonet. His last words were: “I die, but  God does not. Long live Christ the King!” 


Afterwards, his young widow brought their sons into the room where their father’s body was laid. “Look,” she said to her eldest child: “This is your father. He has died defending the faith. Promise me on his body that you will do the same when you are older if God asks it of you.”

Doña Elvira, mother of the Vargas brothers, quieted her mourning relatives saying, “You know that our mission as mothers is to raise our children to heaven.” 


The youngest new Beatus is  José Sánchez del Río. Aged 13, he had joined the Cristeros with General Mendoza as a standard bearer and helper of the troops. A year later, he gave his horse to the General in the heat of a battle, and was himself captured.

He was imprisoned in his home town of Sahuayo, Michoacán province. At 8 pm on 10th February his aunt Magdalena brought him Holy Communion secretly as Viaticum. At 11 pm they flayed his feet and forced him to walk in pain to the town cemetery, beating him and ordering him to say: “Death to Christ the King!” He replied only “Viva Cristo Rey!”  At 11.30 they beat him up and finally shot him in the head. He was a month short of his 15th birthday.
 

