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What do you see? 
 
In the year 1519, Hernán Cortés landed in what is now Mexico.  Within 10 years the 
Spanish had overrun the Aztec empire, reducing its citizens to serfdom at best, slavery at 
worst.  With the occupation came a new religion.  The Roman Catholic Church was 
imposed on the people.  What private allegiance people felt to ancient deities did not 
really concern the church, as long as it was kept out of sight. 
 
One such man was Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin.  Juan Diego had become a devout 
Catholic.  He is on his way to Mass one morning at dawn in 1531, when his path takes 
him by the hill of Tepeyac, which in Aztec times was sacred to the goddess of hearth and 
home.  From the top of the hill he heard beautiful music.  Curious, he climbed the hill, 
and there a beautiful woman met him.  She introduces herself as the Virgin Mary.  She is 
dark-skinned like him, and she speaks to him in his native tongue, unlike the Spanish 
priests.  With words of love and encouragement, she gives him a divine task:  Go the 
Bishop and ask that a shrine to her honor be built on this place. 
 
He tries to beg off.  In the new order of things, he was at the bottom.  How would the 
bishop ever believe someone like him?  And yet she insists, and he goes.  He waits all 
day to see Bishop Zumárraga, who immediately does what he fears—he does not believe 
his story.  The next day, on the way to Mass, the same thing happens.  Again, the lady 
urges him on his mission.  Again, he tries to avoid it, but she prevails.  Again, he waits all 
day, but this time the bishop says, “Bring me a sign that your story is true.” 
 
Then, his uncle, Juan Bernardo, falls ill with the dreaded European disease, small pox.  
Instead of attending Mass, he stays to care for his uncle.  His uncle declines until Juan 
Diego was sent to fetch a priest to hear his final confession.  To not be detained by the 
Lady, and because he is embarrassed at having failed in his mission, he goes around the 
back side of Tepeyac,  but the Lady is waiting for him in the path.  She says the most 
remembered line of the story, "¿No estoy yo aquí que soy tu madre?" ("Am I not here, I 
who am your mother?")  She repeats her commission to him, assuring him that his uncle 
would be OK.  She takes him to the top of the hill where, in mid-December's cold and 
dry, on the top of a desert rocky outcropping, beautiful roses grow in great profusion and 
unimaginable colors.  Gathering these in his "tilma" or poncho, she arranges them, and 
sends him on his mission. 
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When he finally wins an audience with the bishop, he is asked for his sign.  Juan Diego 
opens his tilma, and the roses fall out, and emblazoned on the fabric is the image we 
know as Our Lady of Guadalupe. 
 
Struck to the heart, the bishop falls to his knees.  He hangs the tilma in his own oratory 
and hosts the Indian man at his own mansion that night.  The next morning, Juan Diego 
leads a procession from the Bishop's Mansion to the hilltop where the shrine is to be 
constructed, and orders are given to begin work.  Eager to return to his uncle, he hurries 
home.  There he finds his uncle fully recovered.  He, too, has had an vision of the same 
Lady, who has healed him. 
 
Over the centuries, the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe has been seen in many places.  
In many of these, other appearances of the Blessed Mother overshadow her, due to their 
local appeal, but it is not uncommon to find her, perhaps tucked away in a corner, for she 
is the first such appearance on New World soil, and in the Christian context. 
 
People call her "milagrosa," the worker of miracles.  There is an Anglo woman, an 
Episcopalian, who occasionally attended my previous church.  She always attended the 
celebrations for Guadalupe.  She had not been a devotee of Guadalupe, but she had taken 
deathly ill, and she had slipped into a vision in which the Virgin of Guadalupe had 
appeared to her and assured her she would be OK.  She woke from her vision, and began 
to heal from that moment on.  She feels like she owes her life to her.  This is but one of 
millions of stories, and the stash of crutches, prosthetics, etc., on display at the shrine in 
Mexico City is only the tiniest fraction of the total. 
 
But there is another miracle that I think is of even greater import.  When I was in Mexico 
last month, during one of my conversations with the Rector of the seminary there, she 
gave me eyes to see her in the Mexican context in another light.  She told me that 
Guadalupe is gaining strength among Mexican Anglicans, because they are welcome at 
her shrine.  Everyone is welcome at her shrine.  When my son and I visited there on my 
sabbatical back in 2011 nobody was checking Roman Catholic credentials to get in.  Rich 
people walked in in fancy clothing, and pilgrims from miles away crawled in on bloody 
knees beside them.  Indigenous people, the poor, the middle class, you walk through 
those gates and all those differences fade away. 
 
In that sense, she harks back to the early church, whose congregations received slaves 
and free, ranking nobles and poor beggars alike.  The scandal of it drew the ire of Roman 
officials and was one of the reasons behind the persecution.  Guadalupe has also seen a 
kind of persecution, a corruption of this miracle of inclusion.  There is a religious order 
native to Mexico called the Guadalupanos, who though inclusion and social justice is 
their focus now, in the past have not been true to that vision, and have persecuted anyone 
who was not Roman Catholic and a devotee of the Virgin.  Anglicans in the early days 
were a frequent target. 
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Fr. Miguel Hidalgo, more concerned with sociopolitical freedom for his flock than 
loyalty to Spain, used her as a banner under which to call for revolution on September 16, 
1810.  Used to mount the poor and dispossessed in armed conflict against the rich and 
oppressive Spaniards and French, she lost her universality under him.  And yet the best of 
her continues to welcome all, rooted as she is in God’s unconditional love. 
 
The word for today is to see, to look, to perceive where God is at work.  John the Baptist 
in today's Gospel lesson lies languishing in prison.  He looks back on his career of 
preparing the way for Jesus and wonders if his work was not in vain.  In reply, Jesus 
invites John to see with new eyes.  Jesus is not the Messiah because he is Jesus.  Jesus is 
the Messiah because he is the incarnate Son, whose presence among us changes things.  
Look, then, to the changes, says Jesus.  Remember the passage from Isaiah 61:  the lame 
walk, the blind see, the sick are healed and the poor have good news preached to them.  
Look and see the effects of the Kingdom come near, and do not lose heart. 
 
My friend invited me to see similarly.  Instead of looking at all the abuses, my friend 
invited me to look at the effects of the Kingdom come near.  In the story, Juan Diego the 
Indian partners with the bishop to build the shrine, he with the inspiration as recipient of 
the vision, and the bishop with the resources and the power.  The social order is not 
merely turned upside down, it is transcended.  It is set in the larger context of the raw and 
undeniable spiritual humanity of both, a reality still known at Guadalupe’s shrine. 
 
Guadalupe asks us the question, what do we see?  Where do you see the kingdom come 
near?  Where do you not?  What will you do? 
 


