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Zechariah 12: 10-11, 13:1; Psalm 63 (62); Galatians 3:26-29; Luke 9:18-24 

 
 For the past several years I have had the privilege to participate in pilgrimages to 
the remote eastern provinces of eastern Bolivia, the site of what were once the Jesuit 
Mission Reductions of the late 17th century that flourished until the Jesuits were expelled 
from Latin America in 1767. Most of us are familiar with the celebrated movie of nearly 
25 years ago, The Mission, which popularized a little known story of an era of peaceful 
evangelization that brought together the Renaissance-era European Jesuit missioners to 
encounter the indigenous peoples of vast areas in Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Bolivia. 
This compelling movie gave us indelible images of peace-loving peoples caught in the 
battle between avaricious Spanish and Portuguese frontier settlers for ownership of the 
land and the enslavement of these nomadic peoples. While the film documents the violent 
end of this utopian experiment, a single child is shown on the screen playing a haunting 
melody on a flute as the movie ends. 

One would not expect to discover much that remains of these largely abandoned 
territories and mission towns of that earlier period. But a pleasant surprise is in store for 
those who journey there. Instead of the ruins of the Reductions that one finds in 
Paraguay, Brazil and Argentina here in the lowlands of Bolivia, the visitor glimpses the 
splendor of restored mission style churches and, more importantly, faith filled 
communities of the descendants of the tribal peoples the first Jesuit missioners 
encountered.  

Even after centuries of only sporadic evangelization efforts, indigenous 
communities thrive in many of the mission compounds and churches. Moreover, the 
baroque music of the Jesuit era has undergone a revival and continues to be played by 
local youth orchestras and choirs in magnificent concerts in packed churches. In many 
ways that scene of a young child playing the flute is repeated every day in the 
constellation of mission towns as a kind of never ending sequel to The Mission and a 
reminder that all of humanity has been gifted by the heritage of this blessed encounter. 

During these frequent visits I am often challenged to wrestle with the same 
question that Jesus posed to his disciples in today’s Gospel: “Who do the crowds say that 
I am?” When I am among people who have been subjected to oppression and social and 
economic exclusion for so many years by a succession of landowners, loggers and corrupt 
officials not very different from the first outside settlers I wonder how it is they 
understand their relationship with Jesus.  

When I look around at the congregations assembled in the churches, the answer 
comes through in their rapt and reverent attention at the Mass, in the stirring musical 
compositions and in the gentleness that permeates the whole environment. If asked the 
same question they would not be able to present theological and Christological arguments 
of who Jesus is for them, but their quiet and solemn manner speaks volumes that Jesus is 
very much alive for them in the solitude of these remote frontier outposts. They give 
expression to that presence of the Risen Lord in new and creative musical compositions 



that draw upon the Baroque tradition as well as the wellsprings of their own rich 
indigenous cultural heritage. 

In contemplating these portraits and human mosaics, especially in the voices of the 
children’s choirs, St. Paul’s words in the Second Reading from Galatians (3:26-29), take 
on new and profound meaning, namely of being united as children in Christ. All of us 
become clothed in Christ in that setting and the normal distinctions between people 
evaporate in this faraway place, literally at Earth’s end. One feels like no other time 
before the powerful truth of Paul’s words, that “there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or 
free, male and female.” Here the barriers between peoples of such diverse backgrounds 
and national origins break down. In such a place we can take ownership, perhaps for the 
first time, of the common heritage we have in Christ as heirs across real and artificial 
frontiers to claim a new vision of the possibilities of creating a different vision of the 
human family in the utopia of a more just and equitable world.  

This is the same vision that many indigenous people in Latin America speak about 
today that is captured in the phrase of vivir bien translated into English as the capacity 
“to live well” in harmony with each other and all of Creation. It means to have enough of 
life’s basic necessities, and to be able to share whatever bounty Earth gives us. The phrase 
does not mean, to “live better” or beyond our means as if in the competitive world we all 
know so well or to do whatever it takes to get ahead. The gentle and hospitable people of 
this corner of Bolivia “evangelize” us to these greater and more meaningful truths that 
“another world is possible.” By that they echo the spirit of the readings of this Sunday 
that Jesus is alive in the silent and the soft tones of a melodious witness of people who stir 
our consciences and awaken our imaginations to the wonder of a Creator God.  

The image of the little child playing the flute at the end of The Mission can be 
found in Bolivia and almost anywhere in our world if only we take to heart new ways of 
relating to each other and Creation. He or she is so close if only we stop a moment from 
our hurried lives and take the time to discover that child proclaiming and urging us to 
“vivir bien.”   
 
 
 
Read more about our “Faith Ecology Economy Project” highlighting efforts communities 
around the world are making to live a life with enough for all at our website.    
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