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Wisdom 3:1-6, 9; Psalms 103:8, 10, 13-14, 15-16, 17-18; Romans 6:3-4, 8-9; Matthew 
25:31-46 
 
 In 1524, shortly after the traumatic defeat of the Aztecs, there was an encounter 
between the most important indigenous leaders and 12 Franciscan friars, the “wisdom 
men” representing both cultures. It was recorded in “Treatises of the Twelve” in Nahuatl, 
the language of the Aztecs and it gives some insight into the way things are understood by 
the vanquished and desolate. After listening and attending to the preaching and teaching 
of the Spanish clerics, the Aztec leaders spoke eloquently of their own religious traditions 
and understanding of the divine, clearly demonstrating more closeness than distance 
between the two belief systems. Had the Spaniards responded positively, the Aztecs would 
not have been condemned as “pagans” and “less than human,” and the encounter could 
have radically changed the history of Latin America. Sadly, with very few exceptions, the 
Spanish missionaries brought and imposed their own cultural understandings, expressions 
and interpretations of the faith, unable to distinguish the Gospel of Jesus Christ from 
Spanish Christianity of the 15th century.  
 In 1970, when I arrived as a U.S. Catholic missioner in Chiapas, Mexico, I must 
admit that I was probably as daunted as were the Spaniards by what I found in the small 
indigenous communities scattered throughout the vastness of the Lacandón jungle, 
working in a parish roughly the size of the state of Massachusetts with almost no roads or 
means of communication. In contrast to the physical challenges, I luckily found and was 
welcomed into an enthusiastic post-Vatican II Church, struggling to become 
“autochthonous” or incarnated in the local culture, under the pastoral guidance of Bishop 
Samuel Ruiz García, who took seriously the words of Gaudium et Spes: 
 

“The People of God believes that it is led by the Spirit of the Lord, who fills 
the earth. Motivated by this faith, it labors to decipher authentic signs of 
God’s presence and purpose in the happenings, needs and desires in which 
this People has a part along with others of our age.” (Gaudium et Spes #11) 

 
 The job of the missioner then, as defined by Vatican II, was to discover and 
decipher the signs of God’s presence and purpose, not to bring and impose his or her own 
world view or experiences of being Catholic in a far-away and foreign land. The task was 
to dive deeply into the culture, to live closely with the people, learning their language and 
customs, and to thus ascertain how God’s saving activity was already transforming that 
society, and to celebrate and participate in that reality as fully as possible with the people.  
 What we call “All Souls’ Day” is popularly known in Mexico as “Día de los 
Muertos” or “the Day of the Dead.” It is one of the most important religious events of 
the year, particularly as celebrated among the more indigenous and traditional cultures. In 
most homes, people prepare special altars to honor their deceased loved ones starting 



about a week before the feast day. Customarily, people spend the day itself at the 
cemetery, sprucing up their loved ones’ grave sites and covering them with pictures, 
flowers, drinks and platefuls of the person’s favorite foods and singing his or her favorite 
songs. Together they remember and share both sad and funny stories about the deceased. 
Being a community of oral traditions, they thus keep the memory of the person alive for 
following generations who may or may not have known the person. With the passage of 
time there is also a valuable opportunity each year to understand the person in a different 
light and reinterpret the meaning of their lives in relation to those of us who are still on 
the journey. The entire day is spent picnicking, celebrating, remembering, accompanying 
and holding dear once again those who have gone before us. Usually, if a priest is 
available, there will be a community Mass at the cemetery instead of at the local parish 
church.  
 When understood correctly, the Day of the Dead in Mexico, far from being pagan 
or superstitious, is probably one of the finest and most significant celebrations of the 
communion of saints in the universal Church. In the Western world and the Roman 
church liturgical calendar we celebrate “All Saints” on November 1 to remember the 
anonymous or not-so-famous-and-well-known saints whom we believe have attained 
glory with God along with those who are officially recognized through canonization. “All 
Souls” tends to be a day dedicated to praying for the deceased and hoping through our 
prayers to shorten their paths to God’s presence. With “all saints” and “all souls” days so 
chronologically close, in the traditional cultures of Mexico they sort of meld together and 
become a two-day celebration, a fiesta with those who have died but who continue to 
live. Even if people don’t consider their deceased “saints,” they believe in their ongoing 
life and they keep them alive through remembering them.  
 In this and so many other ways, the indigenous peoples of Mexico model a way for 
us to stay connected to the chain of life, to find our rightful place among the generations. 
The essence of their lives is community, like the communion of saints, horizontally 
connected to those with whom we share life now and ageless: life energy stemming from 
the past and moving into the future.  
  
 
Building strong communities bound by culture and experience is one way of providing 
sustainable security in our world. Read more missioners’ stories of finding these strategies 
for resilience within the communities where they live and work at our website.  
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