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Our Lady of Guadalupe

Lillian Sun

‘¢ No estoy yo aqui que soy tu madre?” (Am | not here, | who am your
Mother?)

These words, displayed in gold over the Basilica of Our Lady of
Guadalupe, greet pilgrims from around the world as they travel to one
of the most visited Catholic pilgrimage sites, second only to the
Vatican. This past November, | had the privilege of traveling down to
Mexico City to join the thousands of pilgrims in catching a glimpse of
the miracle that is the image of Mary, Our Lady as she appeared on
Juan Diego’s tilma over 480 years ago.

The image of Our Lady is positioned on far wall of the basilica, greeting
all who enter from every door. They have constructed the church to
expertly funnel through the massive amounts of people that come to
share in this experience. There are three moving walkways
underneath the image of Our Lady for pilgrims to gaze up toward the
framed image. The first time | passed under and gazed upon the
image, | was unmoved. | did not fully comprehend what was going on.
Caught up in the crowds, the noises, and unsure of what | was seeing,
| needed more time and space to process.

| had the luxury of spending a fair amount of time at the basilica and
the surrounding churches that were built each time Mary appeared to
Juan Diego on Tepeyac Hill. Walking around the villa, witnessing the
intense devotion of pilgrims on their knees making their way to the
basilica, and praying at the different churches, | could sense this place
was special. However, | wanted a deeper understanding of the
significance of Mary’s apparition and found time to sit and
contemplate. | walked up the hill to the first site where Mary appeared
to Juan Diego, sat in a middle pew of the small chapel, and tried to
place myself in that time period and context.
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Luckily, | spent the previous day on a tour learning about Mexican
history and the Spanish conquest of the Aztec empire in 1521. Hernan
Cortés was the leader of the Spanish colonization of the Americas with
the intention of Christianizing the indigenous people, who were
conducting human sacrifices daily for their gods. This act horrified the
Spaniards and they wanted to Christianize the indigenous to stop their
‘barbaric” acts. Though the conquistadors may have begun with good
intentions, colonization has never occurred without the cost of
bloodshed, the lure of power, and the dehumanization of those being
conquered.

During my contemplation, | imagined myself as an indigenous member
of the Aztec empire during a time of war, violence, and an uprooting of
everything | knew, from religion to daily life. It brought about feelings of
fear, anxiety, confusion, and mistrust of all organized institutions. This
surprisingly paralleled my feelings about our current political climate,
the vast divisions among society, and the recent exposure of scandals
within the Catholic Church.

So what is the significance of Mary’s apparition in December of 15317
As an indigenous person who has lost their overarching governmental
structure, their human dignity, and their understanding of the world
around them, there must have been so much fear and mistrust around
Catholicism and what was actually true. For Mary to appear only ten
years after the conquest of the Aztecs, and especially to Juan Diego,
an indigenous peasant man, this definitely must have been an
unexpected sign of hope. Mary did not appear to the Spaniards,
bishops, or other people who supposedly held positions of power. She
did not appear as a Jewish woman with olive skin and traditional
garments. But she appeared as an indigenous woman with dark skin,
speaking the native Aztec language, leaving her presence as a
pictograph, which was easily understood by the Aztec people. Mary’s
image on the tilma was full of meaning. Her star covered veil
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represented how she was the Queen of Heaven, her robe covered with
Aztec flowers demonstrated her indigenous royalty, her hands in
prayer position with eyes gazing down and standing in front of the sun
and over the moon signifies her directing all glory to the One True God.

Through my contemplation, | was touched by this sign of hope in a
time of chaos and uncertainty. At a time when our world needs a sign
of hope, | was awakened to this example of acknowledgement of those
who are suffering in our world, on the fringes of society. It was a
compelling reminder of God’s recognition of the humanity within
people who may feel forgotten. As Mary’s image still remains for
thousands of people to witness and experience, it is a sign that God is
here for all people and Mary is the true mother of all.

So, | take consolation that we, as a people, are not alone when facing
the uncertainties and disheartening events of our time. For people who
feel ostracized and forgotten in society whether it is the refugee, the
homeless, the victims of abuse, the sick, and the lonely in our world,
they are not alone in their suffering and pain. “Am | not here, | who am
your Mother?” These words spoken by Mary echo in my heart and
connect me to God’s presence, who is always with us. May Our Lady
of Guadalupe continue to be a sign of hope in unknown times.

Merry

Christmas!
and a
Blessed Wew Yeak
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