CREDO FOR 9TH DECEMBER 2001

SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT

OUR LADY OF GUADALUPE

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN  

Next Wednesday is the feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe, the most visited Marian shrine in the world. This Sunday is the memorial of Blessed Juan Diego to whom she appeared. 

Catholic missionaries arrived in Mexico two years after the Aztec capital Tenochitlan fell to Hernán Cortés and his Conquistadors in 1521. The Spaniards had mercifully banned the worship of the Aztec gods Huizilopochtli, the sun god, and Quetzlcoatl, the feathered serpent god, whose ceremonies annually involved 20,000 to 50,000 human sacrifices of captive warriors and slaves, whose limbs were later consumed in cannibalistic banquets. A Mexican historian Ixtlilxochitl estimated that 20% of all children were sacrificed. 

Fray Bernadino de Sahagún and his fellow Franciscans immersed themselves in the study of the indigenous Aztec languages, customs and religious practices. Soon fluent in Nahuatl, they began translating religious texts and teaching the Christian doctrines, but converts were few.

In 1531 Juan Diego, one of their first baptized converts, set out on a dark, chill morning (Dec. 9th) to walk the nine miles to Tlatelolco for Mass or Catechism. His path ran through the hills along the lake down to Mexico City. He was 57 years old, in a society where male life expectancy was barely 40. A widowed peasant farmer, he lived with his aged uncle, Juan Bernardino. He grew corn and beans, wove mats out of the reeds and made furniture. His Christian re​ligion was the joy and mainstay of his poor, hard life. 

Dawn was breaking as Juan Diego climbed by Tepeyac hill, half way to his destination. Here had stood the temple of Tonantzin, destroyed by the Spaniards. She was the Aztec earth goddess, mother of the gods, her face an ex​pression of inconsolable grief, her garments wri​thing serpents.

All of a sudden Juan heard beautiful music. He saw light streaming from a glowing white cloud atop the hill. A woman’s voice called him gently and insistently ‘Juanito, Juan Dieguito.” 
He clambered up the hill and came face to face with a beautiful young lady. Light flowed from her garments and, he explained later, coloured all the boulders, bushes, and cacti like a rainbow. She spoke to him in his own language, Nahuatl: “Listen, my little son, Juantzin, where are you going?” And he answered: “My Lady, Queen, my little girl, I'm going to Tlatelolco, to hear the things from God.”

 “Know for certain, dearest of my sons, that I am the perfect and perpe​tual Virgin Mary, Mother of the true God, through whom everything lives, the Lord of all things, who is Master of heaven and earth. I ardently desire a teocalli (temple) to be built for me, where I will offer all my love, my com​passion, my help and my protection to the people.

“I am your merciful Mother, the Mother of all who live united in this land, and of all mankind, of all those who love me, who cry to me and have confidence in me.

“Therefore, go to the house of the bishop of Mexico City and tell him that I sent you... and that it is my desire to have a teocalli built here. Be assured that I shall be very grateful and will re​ward you for doing diligently what I have asked of you.”

Off went Juan, amazed and enrap​tured, to find the Bishop, Juan de Zumarraga, a kind and holy man. Juan’s sincerity and humility impressed him, but the story was unsubstantiated. 

Juan, disappointed, trudged back to find the Lady again on Tepeyac hill: “Lady, Queen, my little daughter, my little girl, I went there to fulfill your orders. The Governor Priest was kind to me, he listened to me, but I think he did not understand me; he did not believe me. So I beg you, my Lady, Queen, my little girl, that you send one of your noblemen; because I am a simple man, I am small, I am like a wood ladder, I need to be guided, so I will fail you, and I don't want you to be angry at me.” 

Nevertheless, she insisted that he was the one to carry out Her orders, nobody else. She reassured him and asked him to try again the next day. This time the bishops’ servants, annoyed at the loitering Indian, kept him waiting outside the residence for hours.

Eventually Zumárraga received him and cross-questioned him. Juan’s account was totally consistent. ‘Señor’, said Juan, what sign do you ask for? I shall go at once and request it of the Lady of Heaven who sent me.” 

Rumours were circulating of a planned rebellion against the cruel Spanish gov​ernor Guzman. Twelve million Aztecs might well exterminate the few thousand Spaniards and Christians. The bishop had been begging the Holy Mother for peace. So secretly he asked her for a sign — some roses from his homeland Castile.

The Lady at Tepeyac promised Juan she would give him a sign for the bishop the next day. He hurried home, only to find his uncle dying of fever. Old Juan Bernardi​no begged for a priest, so at 4 am Juan set off back to Mexico City.

He decided to avoid Tepeyac, fetch the priest, then return for the sign afterwards. As he skirted the hill, there was a sudden blaze of light. The Lady descended to inter​cept him. Juan mumbled his excuses and explained the desper​ate situation.

Mary looked at him, full of sympathy and tender​ness: “My dear little son, do not be troubled or weighed down with grief. Do not fear any illness or vexation, anxiety or pain. Am I not here who am your mother? Are you not under my shadow and pro​tection? Am I not your fountain of life? Are you not in the folds of my mantle, in the crossing of my arms? Is there any​thing else you need?

“Do not let the sickness of your uncle worry you, because he is not going to die. Even now, he is cured. Climb now to the summit of the hill. You will find flowers growing. Gather them carefully and bring them back to me.”

In the stony, frozen soil, Juan was amazed to find hundreds of unusual bright blos​soms, completely unfamiliar to him. He folded as many as possible in his long cloak or tilma. “My little son,” said Mary, “these varied flowers are the sign which you are to take to the bishop. You must not unfold your tilma until you are in his pre​sence.”

This time the officials, astonished at the miraculous blooms, let him through at once.  He recounted the story to Bishop Zumárraga and then opened his cloak. Hundred of flowers fell to the ground and a celestial scent filled the air. The bishop was speechless — for many were roses of Castile, un​known in the Americas.

He raised his eyes to Juan, gasped, and sank to his knees. An electric shock seemed to run through all those present, and in reverence they knelt. Juan did not understand why they were all staring at him. He looked down.

His tilma was glowing with a miraculous image of the Lady he recognized from Tepeyac hill. They placed the tilma in the chapel, and the next day thousands saw it in the Cathedral. She had asked to be known under the title of te Coat​laxopeah, that is, she who crushes the stone serpent - a reference to the idol Quetzlcoatl. To Spanish ears, te Coatlaxopeah sounded like de Guadalupe, one of their national shrines, and by this name, the Mexican shrine came to be known.

News of the miracle spread rapidly. Mary’s beautiful image of purity and love appealed to the Aztecs and Indians, who began to request baptism. She is Mother of God – for in the picture she is pregnant -  and Mother of the Indians, not only of white men.  The trickle of converts became a flood. Within ten years, nine mil​lion Aztecs were baptized.

Juan Diego moved to a room attached to the chapel that housed the sacred image, having given his business and property to his uncle. He spent the rest of his life retelling his account of the apparitions to his countrymen. It was recorded by Don Antonio Valeriano in the Nican Mopohua.

Juan died on May 30, 1548, at the age of 74, a model of humility. He was beatified in April 1990.

In 1910 Pope Pius X proclaimed Our Lady of Guadalupe the Patroness of Latin America. Her image has miraculously survived smoke, fire, nitric acid and a bomb attack by anti-clerical Govern​ment agents in 1921. The explosion went off during High Mass, hurling masonry and marble around the sanctuary, shattering the stone altar, and smashing every window in the basilica. The thin glass sheet pro​tecting the image, next to the bomb, was not even cracked. 

The image measures 66 x 41 inches. The material, a coarse woollen textile, usually disintegrates after 20 years. The sky of the winter solstice of Dec. 12, 1531, seen from Tepeyac, is represented very accurately on the Virgin's mantle. Modern science has proved that the image is no painting, but more akin to a photo​graph of the Lady. It still hangs 470 years later, as fresh as ever, in the basilica on Tepeyac, Mexico City.
