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Advent 3 December 12, 2021 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

Anticipation of Joy 
 
In the readings today, the prophet Zephaniah urges hope in the midst of darkness, urging 
the people to rejoice.  St. Paul calls on the believers at Philippi to rejoice, and to live in 
peace (urging two warring women to heal their discord for the sake of Christ.)  The 
Gospel lesson portrays John the Baptist putting feet on his message of repentance, ways 
to live in harmony and joy with one another in anticipation of the coming of God. 
 
There is a story set in central Mexico 500 years ago that has come to embody this idea.  
This year, 500 years ago, the first Spaniard conquistador, Hernán Cortéz 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.  Though they gave preferential treatment to 
Aztec nobles, as they did among the Incas of South America, that preferential treatment 
still came below what any Spaniard would receive, and it left the vast majority of people 
in a condition not unlike that of the Jews in Jesus' time.  An occupying force made the 
rules—in their favor. 
 
With the occupation came a new religion.  Christianity in the form of the Roman Catholic 
Church was imposed on the people.  What private devotions people paid to ancient 
deities did not really concern the church, just adherence to the practices of the church at 
the time.  Most blended the practices, enough of the Church to satisfy their Spanish 
ecclesiastical overlords, and enough of the old ways to retain at least a shred of dignity. 
 
One such man was Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin.  There are variations on the tale, from 
different sources, both in Spanish and in Nahuatl, but here I give you one I learned many 
years ago.  They all contain the main points outlined here.  A good book on the subject is 
the Rev. Virgilio Elizondo's, Mother of a New Creation.1 
 
Juan Diego had become a devout Catholic, and yet he was obviously still connected to his 
ethnic roots.  The story of him picks up in the year 1531, just 10 years after the Spanish 
conquest.  He is on his way to Mass one morning at dawn when his path takes him by the 
hill of Tepeyac, which in Aztec times was sacred to the goddess of hearth and home, a 
welcoming counterpart to the god of war and the sun, who demanded human sacrifice to 
guarantee that the sun would continue to give its life-giving rays.  On the top of the hill, 
he heard beautiful music.  Curious, he climbed the hill, and there a beautiful woman met 
him.  She introduced herself as the Virgin Mary.  She was dark-skinned like him, not like 
the images at Church, and she spoke to him in his native tongue, unlike the Spanish 
priests.  With words of love and encouragement, she gave him a divine task:  Go the 

 
1 Elizondo, Virgilio P. Guadalupe, mother of the new creation. Orbis Books, 1997. 
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Bishop and ask that a shrine to her honor be built on this place.  He tried to beg off, after 
all, though he came from a relatively high standing in Aztec society, in the Spanish order 
of things, he was still at the bottom.  How would the Bishop ever believe someone like 
him?  And yet she insisted, and he went. 
 
He waited all day to see Bishop Zumárraga, who immediately did what he feared--he did 
not believe his story.  The next day, on the way to Mass, the same thing happened.  
Again, the lady urged him on his mission.  Again, he tried to avoid it, and yet again she 
prevailed.  Again, he waited all day, but this time the bishop said, “Bring me a sign that 
your story is true.” 
 
Then, his uncle, Juan Bernardo, fell ill, some reports say, with the dreaded European 
disease, small pox.  Instead of attending Mass, he stayed to care for his uncle.  His uncle 
slid downhill until Juan Diego was sent to fetch a priest to hear his final confession 
before departing this life.  To not be detained by the Lady, and because he was 
embarrassed at having failed in his mission, he went around the back side of Tepeyac.  
But the Lady was waiting for him in the path.  She said 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 repeated her commission to him, assuring him that his uncle would be OK.  When 
told that the Bishop demanded a sign, she took 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 grew 
in great abundance and unimaginable colors.  Gathering these in his "tilma" or poncho,  
she arranged them, and sent him on his mission. 
 
When he finally won an audience with the bishop, he asked for his sign.  Juan Diego 
opened his tilma, and the roses fell out, and emblazoned on the fabric was the image we 
know as Our Lady of Guadalupe.  Struck to the heart, the bishop fell to his knees.  He 
hung the tilma in his own oratory and hosted the Indian man at his own mansion that 
night.  The next morning Juan Diego led a procession from the Bishop's Mansion to the 
hilltop where the shrine was to be constructed, and orders were given to begin work.  I 
have seen the place; I have been in that building.  It is a thin place to be sure. 
 
Eager to return to his uncle, he begged off and hurried home.  There he found his uncle in 
glowing health, fully recovered.  He recounted that he, too, had had an apparition of the 
same Lady, who had healed him.  Over the centuries, the image of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe has been seen in many places.  I found a small image of her in Chimpay, 
Argentina, on the northern edge of Patagonia, at a shrine to another local saint.  She 
appears on t-shirts, tattoos, walls and homes all over these two western continents and 
around the world.  She has been politicized and monetized, she has been maligned and 
disregarded, but the most important miracle continues.  What impresses me most in the 
story is the way in the end, because of her, the lowly Indian man commands the proud 
bishop.  In the great reversal of God, the earthly powers are turned upside down, so that 
everyone may be seen as a child of God.  In that vein, she continues to be a source of 
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comfort and hope for millions of people, for the story shouts one thing if nothing else:  In 
the darkest hour, always anticipate joy, for God reverses the powers of the world to bring 
true justice.  After all, the image of Guadalupe shows us a woman expecting a child. 
What kind of child will the Virgin Mary, appearing as an Indigenous woman in central 
Mexico bear?  The Christ Child, come as prince of peace in a torn and bleeding land. 
Guadalupe told Juan Diego, ¿No estoy yo aquí que soy tu madre?" ("Am I not here, I 
who am your mother?") 
 
On this Sunday, Gaudete Sunday, when we recognize the role of the Virgin Mary in the 
story of Christmas, she is the mother of a new people.  The image we have of Guadalupe 
shows a woman of color, and the story records her speaking to the Indigenous man in the 
language of his heart.  Yet at the same time, she is the mother of Jesus, the one in whom 
we as Christians see the image of God fully expressed in human substance.  She blends 
the two, creating a new humanity.  In Latin America the mixing of European and 
Indigenous peoples is called Mestizaje, or the mixing.  In Guadalupe, that mixing extends 
to the realm of faith as well.  In truth, we are all mixtures of many things.  Historically, 
our people come from many places in the world.  Personally, we all have our stories, that 
draw from different life experiences, and make up so much of who we are.  When we 
look at ourselves close up or from afar, we represent in ourselves a great and wondrous 
diversity.  Guadalupe invites us to welcome and embrace the diversity within.  We are 
who we are, and just as Juan Diego, the Indigenous person, had a message for the 
powerful Bishop, in spite of his lowly social standing, in Christ, we all have something 
important to give.  Guadalupe invites us to embrace ourselves in love, just as we are 
embraced. 
 
She is the mother of a new humanity.  In the story, the Lady is the spark that lights a fire.  
The actors in how that fire burns are just as important in the story.  Juan Diego, the lowly 
Indigenous person, is sent to tell the powerful Spanish Bishop what to do.  He is afraid, 
but he acts for the sake of the Lady.  He is acting courageously, for what he suggests 
implies that others could also speak bravely to their Spanish overlords.  Courage is not 
being afraid, but acting creatively in spite of being afraid.  He humbly, yet insistently, 
speaks truth to power.  On the other hand, the bishop is just as important.  Powerful as he 
is, invested in the status quo, it is no surprise that the first visits of Juan Diego are seen as 
a necessary distraction from the real work he has to do.  He has to see the man, but he 
doesn't have to listen to him, after all, he is one of the conquered ones, a mere Indio.  
However, with the sign of the Lady of the roses and the image, Bishop Zumárraga does 
the right thing.  When confronted with the truth, he is struck to the heart.  He is 
converted, he is changed, and he is open to being directed by the one he despised.  He 
bucks the very status quo in which he is invested, knowing full well, I am sure, the 
precedent he is setting, yet acting anyway, because it is the just thing to do.  He has 
learned something important about spiritual community, and his actions have rippled 
through history for 500 years.  Bishop Zumárraga listens to truth from a place of power 
and acts justly. 
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In the Americas, this is a new way of relating between human beings.  History shows 
how central Mexico has been the scene of conquest after conquest.  The Spaniards 
conquered the Aztecs.  The Aztecs conquered the Mixtec.  Before the Mixtec were 
Olmecs and others.  A similar story is told in Europe, the Middle and Far East, and 
Africa.  The default way of human relating has been domination since the dawn of our 
species.  Yet here we see something radically new.  Guadalupe would have us treat one 
another as equals and not as others.  Guadalupe would have us turn conquest upside down 
into love.  It is not really new, though.  Jesus taught the same thing, and demonstrated it 
on the Cross.  The theme resounds through all the major world religious traditions.  It is 
part of the perennial human wisdom, in spite of ourselves.  Guadalupe gives voice and 
form to it in a new place, the Americas. 
 
She is the mother of a new church.  What kind of church emerges when truth speaks to 
power and power listens to truth?  The relationship between Juan Diego and Bishop 
Zumárraga traces an outline for a church that is not afraid to challenge the status quo for 
the sake of justice born of love and seeking peace.  A humble church, immune to social 
standing and popular ratings, with its heart in heaven and its feet firmly planted on the 
earth, becomes what Jesus is, and what his mother always calls us to be, a bridge between 
heaven and earth, something truly transcendent in this world, something able to speak 
truth to power in society, and call power to humbly listen to truth.  Again, this is not a 
new concept, but she embodies it in a new place.  We all live in a new place, too.  These 
times are unique.  The world is changing at a scale and pace perhaps never seen before in 
the history of humanity.  Though there are common patterns from times past, the 
particular nuances of this time around are uniquely ours to face.  This particular 
constellation of events, movements, values and assumptions, cultural interfaces and 
values is particular to us.  This place is unique.  You never really go home, they say, 
because by the time you get there, the world has shifted, ever so slightly.  Our place has 
never been what it is now.  It is into this new place that Guadalupe shares old wisdom in 
new forms.  Remember she is pregnant.  She brings forth into the world something new.  
She symbolizes us, for she is our mother. 
 
To what will we give birth? 
 


