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--What happened to Hokhmah, their daughter? asked Caridad as she helped her grandmother ladle out several bowls of chile colorado for the children.

--It is a horrible thing to tell, mija. When her parents were executed, they made her watch, hoping to instill in her fear of the Church and its power. Then she was sold into slavery, as was the custom at this time with orphaned children who looked the least bit indígena. Perhaps just by coincidence, perhaps because her father had been so well known, she was purchased by the Viceroy himself, who maintained a very large household. She labored for two years, scrubbing floors and emptying chamber pots for the viceroy's 24 daughters. In her spare time, however, of which there was very little, she would sneak into the library, pretending to be a maid cleaning the place, and take out books of every description: mathematics and philosophy, poetry and astrology, and above all alchemy, which remained her favorite discipline. Before her father’s execution she had managed to make seven complete copies of La Sabiduria. Now she continued his work, adding to the manuscript and testing out various alchemical experiments and kabalistic and Aztec rituals.

--Did she kill and eat people? asked Carlos. That's what my dad says the Aztecs did, and that's why the Spanish had to kill them.

--No, mijo, at least I don't think so. The old woman was always careful never to hide the truth from her grandchildren, and never to claim to know things which she didn't. When the temples were destroyed, the sacrifices stopped. But she did make offerings of flowers and pulque at secret sanctuaries high in the mountains.

--She gave beer to the star-goddess, shouted twelve-year old Roberto. Cool!

--And flowers, Sonia reminded her younger brother. Don't try showing up at your “girlfriend's” house with a six-pack next time, and maybe her father wont try to kill you. 

The children laughed as Roberto blushed.

The old woman continued. 

--One day the matron who supervised the young women who served the Viceroy's daughters caught Hokhmah preparing a spagyric extract of mugwort in order to help her better remember her dreams. The matron brought her before the Viceroy, who had a mind to hand her over to the Inquisition to be tried as a bruja to set an example for the other servants. Hokhmah was suspect anyway, because her mother and father had been put to death not only for apostasy but also for witchcraft. One of the Viceroy's daughters, however, Maria de La Trinidad, the seventeenth of twenty-four and about Hokhmah’s age, overheard her father interrogating Hokhmah, and pleaded with him to spare the girl. She had noticed Hokhmah reading, and being very much interested in learning herself, desired the young woman as a companion.

--If I am to be sent to the convent as you say, I will want a companion who can wait on me but also converse with me about the things of God. For in those days when noble ladies were sent to the convent, they were allowed to bring with them servants to wait on them and keep them company, and to share in working the lands around the convent or in whatever other activities in which the convent engaged to support itself. 

--You mean they didn’t have to cook and do their own dishes? asked Fe.

----They didn’t even have to wipe their own butts! said Roberto. His hermanas y primas glared at him. 

The Viceroy listened to his daughter, who he hoped might improve the family’s standing with the Church, which was tenuous to say the best. He ordered that Hokhmah be disciplined for her crime, and then given to Trinidad, as she was usually called, as a special servant and companion. 

--Did she get unas nalgadas? Estrella asked. 

--She got more than that! The matron, who was in charge of disciplining the servants, beat her pretty badly. 

--But it wasn’t fair! shouted Estrella.

--She didn’t have much choice. If she had used her powers to resist then they would surely have tried her as a witch, and she wasn’t powerful enough yet to win in a protracted struggle. So she endured the punishment silently, but stored up her anger and began plotting her revenge.

--Did Trinidad feel sorry for her? Asked Caridad, who was rarely punished herself, but always felt sorry for her brothers and sisters when they got themselves into trouble. 

--I don’t know, said the old woman, who had obviously never thought of the question. I can tell you that Trini was hardly typical of the young noble women of her day. Rather than spending her days gossiping with her sisters about who she was to marry or what she would wear to the next ball, she devoured one after another of the books in her father's library and then began to borrow others from the libraries of the various convents in the area. By the time she was fourteen she was engaged in almost constant disputation with the priests who served as chaplains to the vice-regal court. Her interests, like those of Hokhmah, were eclectic, but they tended more to philosophy and theology. This caused no small scandal around the household, and the viceroy's advisors told him early on that she would have to be sent to a convent before she got herself --or him-- into trouble. Given the options open to her, she had little reason to contest this decision. 

Had it not been for the fact that one was noble and Spanish, and the other a poor mestiza serving girl, Hokhmah and Trinidad would have become fast friends. But it is hard to be both master and friend to the same person. Trinidad knew that Hokhmah was in every way her intellectual superior and that she could learn a great deal from her. This respect was, however, more like that one would have for a fine beast than for another human being. It was a pride of ownership. Trinidad had fantasies of showing off her servant to the other girls when she entered the convent, and took great joy in making someone she knew to be the greatest scholar in México, at least since the death of her parents, sweep floors and empty chamber pots. 

As for their obvious religious differences –Trini knew that Hokhmah was very far from being a sincere Christian— she approached the task of properly converting her slave with her usual intellectual passion, reading all of the various treatises on the conversion of indígenas y judías, and eventually deciding that she agreed with the view of Fray Bartolomé de las Casas that forced conversion was both wrong and impossible. This did not, however, translate into an actual appreciation for her servant’s own religion, which she regarded as a willful affront to the truth.

--Padre Tomás told us that las Casas also opposed slavery. Didn’t she read that part? asked Sonia. 

The old woman was proud of her grandchildren, who always asked challenging questions. 

--Perhaps not, she said. Or perhaps she accepted the view that Hokhmah had been enslaved as a punishment for witchcraft and for reversion to Jewish and Indian beliefs. 

Hokhmah, for her part desperately craved intellectual companionship, which she had not known since her parents' execution, and she knew that Trinidad was her only hope for finding this. And she was grateful to Trinidad for saving her life. But she was not about to acknowledge even this rather exceptional Spaniard as her equal, much less her superior. And so their relationship was rocky from the very beginning. 

--Are you OK? Trinidad asked when Hokhmah was returned to her after being disciplined.

Hokhmah looked at her, her eyes filled with rage. Trini tried hard to be charitable, but was also anxious to assert her authority. 

--It makes me angry, too, when I get punished. The worst part is having to submit, and having other people see and know you have done something wrong. But what you did was wrong, and you deserve more punishment than you received. I have been watching you for a long time and I know what you were planning to use those herbs for –that you plan to enchant my father and take away his power. Witchcraft is a sin. You should be ashamed of yourself. God has placed you here to learn true religion from us. In return you are to teach us about the various herbs and minerals of this place so that we can use them for the greater glory of God.

Hokhmah just glared at her. Then, just as Trini turned away to allow Hokhmah room to regain her composure, Hokhmah’s rage overcame her and she lashed out at her mistress:

--It is you who are the criminals. First you took al-Andalus, and then México. Everywhere you go you leave in your wake nothing but death and destruction. You are loathsome, hateful creatures. Your men are violent boors and your women submissive sluts. As for your father, you need not worry about him. I know that he is just the King’s little lap dog, willing to do whatever his master tells him in return for a few scraps from the table. I have my sights set on bigger quarry. I will have you all in the end. 

Trini was furious, but restrained herself. She knew that much of what Hokhmah said was true, and besides she wanted to be a model of Christian charity and just discipline, lest she prove unworthy of the task she found before her. 

--Go, stand over there in the corner and let your punishment sink in. That is what my mother makes me do when I am still sullen after being disciplined. 

Hokhmah just glared some more. Trinidad was furious and was about to call the matron to have Hokhmah punished again, but thought better of it.

Only gradually did things begin to get better. Trinidad was careful to make sure that Hokhmah had access to whatever books she wanted, and saw to it that she had time to read them. Both young women ached for someone to talk to and so, during the gradually lengthening truces between their long quarrels, they would begin to share bits and pieces of what they were reading. Hokhmah taught Trini Aristotelian science and philosophy; Trini explained to Hokhmah the differences between Thomas Aquinas and John Duns Scotus and William of Occam. 

--For Thomas God is Esse as such, as he is for your ibn Sina, whereas for John he is first and foremost the Unlimited. For Thomas God doesn’t exist in the same way we do. He is not just one being among others –He is the very Power of Being. For John, on the other hand, the difference between God and us and everything else is purely quantitative. Because Thomas sees God as the Power of Being, he believes we experience God first and foremost as intellect, which is the source of creative power. If, on the other hand, God is the Unlimited, as John believes …

--then we will experience Him as will, Hokhmah added, which is why for Thomas God commands things because they are Good, that is in accord with his nature, while for John things are Good because God commands them. 

Trini was making a complete study of theology in order to decide whose convent she wanted to enter. Already, however, she could easily have passed the examination for the degree of Sacrae Theologiae Bacculaureaus at any of the best universities in Europe. Still, she was amazed at the speed and sharpness of Hokhmah’s intellect.

--It sounds, Hokhmah responded, rather like the dispute between the Mutazilites and the Asharites, back during the time of the Abbasid Caliphate, or like the argument between Moshe ben Maimon and Judah Halevi. I always thought the Asharites were stupid. They make God out to be a tyrant –or a spoiled child.

--And who, between us, amiga, is most known for her willfulness? 

Trini dared, for the first time, to tease her friend. Hokhmah blushed and smiled, but then responded in kind. 

--Ah! Estás mi exemplar de la humilidad. 
Hokhmah, for her part, turned the duties which were imposed on her as a servant girl into a means of asserting her superiority over her friend, caring for her like a little sister, which is how, increasingly, she saw her, rather than a mistress. 

The time soon came for Trinidad to enter a convent. Her father wanted her to enter the Convent of the Discalced Carmelites since it was the most prestigious and would have done the most for his career, but Trinidad had heard of a small convent high in the mountains which had been founded by some Dominicans, especially for women who wanted to dedicate themselves to learning as well as to the contemplative life. It was called the Convento de Maria Trono de la Sabiduria, or simply "La Sabiduria" for short. There was much argument in the viceroy's household regarding this matter, but eventually the Prefect of the Inquisition counseled him that it was better to send his daughter there, where anything she might do which was rash could be hidden from sight. And so he relented. 

--Your daughter is dangerous, and even more so now that you have given her that witch as a servant. It would be best to send them both as far away as possible. 

The convent was several days journey from the capital. Its true location has, in fact been lost. Some say that due to the events I am about to recount a spell of enchantment has fallen on it, so that, like the Isle of Avalon in Great Britain, it is quite invisible to ordinary mortals, but exists side by side with an ordinary convent somewhere north of the capital, in another set of dimensions if you will. Others say that the Inquisition burned it, with all the sisters inside, after it was learned that they had helped Hokhmah to escape to El Norte. Still others claim that it never existed, and that everything I am about to tell you is a lie.

--I know its not a lie, little Estrella shouted. I have been there!

--How is that, mija? The old woman was always curious about her little granddaughter’s interventions. 

--Why with you, abuela. We go there at night, when we are dreaming. You know that!

The old woman was dumbfounded. She had, to be sure, dreamed of the place, and did indeed remember her granddaughter in the dreams, but had thought nothing of it, until now. 

--I think we need to rest a bit before we continue our story. Does anyone want more chocolate? And Estrellita, I think you need un poco mas camomila. 

She set Estrella down on the floor and headed to the stove. The other children dispersed. 

* * *

When the old woman returned to her seat to resume her story, the children were already assembled and waited with anticipation. Even twelve-year old Roberto was (usually) respectful around his grandmother. 

--Let me tell you first about the place to which Hokhmah went. The convent was, as I said, high up in the mountains. Because the place was so remote, and the convent so small, novices were only permitted to bring three servants with them --one to serve as a companion and handmaid, and the others to help work the fields. Thus, as soon as warm weather began to return to the mountains in the Spring following Trinidad's sixteenth birthday, she, Hokhmah, and two others set out accompanied by a small military escort and one of the young Dominican friars from the palace bearing letters of introduction. 

The setting of the convent was magnificent. The white walls of the compound surrounded several relatively small buildings, including a dormitory, a refectory, a scriptorium, a library, and a chapel capped by a gleaning blue dome. Some say the dome was made from lapis lazuli brought all the way from Afghanistan, and imported to Mexico by Jacob before he was executed, but I very much doubt it. More likely it was Azurite bartered from the local indígenas. Inside the walls there was an extraordinary herb garden; outside were maize, barley, and wheat fields together with orchards bearing cherries and apricots, as well as, at a lower elevation, avocados and mangos and some citrus. 

Living quarters inside the convent were a bit cramped by comparison with the vice-regal palace. Each sister had her own room or cell, but where in the palace the girls' companions had their own small room off to the side, and the rest of the servants slept in servants' quarters, here each sister had to share her room with the servants she had brought with her. 

--Where did people go to the bathroom? asked little Estrella, back to being four.

--Well the poor people just went out in the woods behind some bushes, or else they had an excusado like I do up here. But the rich people couldn't be bothered to walk that far, so they had a special chair in their bedroom with a hole in the seat, much like a toilet seat, under which they placed a chamber pot. Sometimes they would put it behind a screen or something, but not always. They say the King of France used to receive visitors while using it, and that at one point, when money was short, he would charge people for the privilege of watching him go to the toilet.

The little ones all giggled. 

Now convents, in those days, were unusual places. Ever since the beginnings of the Reconquista, when the Christians began the conquest of al-Andalus, and in fact even before that when the Normans took Sicily, convents had been a place of refuge for Moslem and Jewish women. And before that they had been places of refuge for women who continued to practice elements of the old religion. But La Sabiduria was extraordinary even by the standards of the time. The foundress had been a friend of Fray Bartolome de las Casas, the great Dominican who had defended the Indian peoples against Spanish oppression. She knew from her experience in Spain that the convent could be a place where cultures met and learned from each other, and where women could cultivate their own wisdom, free from any obligation to serve the political designs of men. But she also knew that this full potential was rarely realized, because most convents (unlike the great monasteries of medieval France, for example) were in or near major cities and thus under the watchful eyes of the Bishops and the noble families. That is why, when she founded La Sabiduria, she situated as far away as she could from El Capital, in a remote location where, she hoped, it would be all but forgotten. 

Even so, she faced some real dilemmas. If the nuns were to have the leisure to cultivate wisdom, someone would have to work to support them. With some difficulty, she worked out an arrangement where by the Indian communities in the region surrounding the convent, which were mostly Nahuatl, would send their daughters to receive basic instruction in reading and writing and calculation, as well as the services of the convents healers, in return for gifts of food. Still, at least two of the servant girls the nuns brought with them were required to work five days a week in the convent’s own orchards, vineyards, and grain fields, and could spend only one day in study. Exceptions could be considered only rarely, when one of the girls showed herself to be truly extraordinary. 

Never before, however, had the convent had a servant --or for that matter a novice-- quite like Hokhmah. The Mother Superior soon recognized her talents, and even offered to take her as a novice along with Trinidad. Hokhmah, however, refused, spitting in the face of the Mother Superior and taunting her. 

--You think you are so just and so enlightened because you impose a lighter burden on your servants and try to coax the people into taking poison rather than forcing it down their throats. But this Christianity of yours is just that –poison. It counsels nothing but submission and despair. The One True God knows that your hearts are as rotten as your minds and will show you no mercy!

The Mother Superior responded to Hokhmah’s abuse with kindness and lenience, telling herself that she would intervene only when the girl’s harsh words turned into harsh action. She knew the girl’s story and thought she understood the source of her anger, and hoped that this kindness would gradually calm her rage, soften her heart, and open her mind to reason. 

As a result, Hokhmah was, in effect, allowed to do as she pleased --which was a great deal, and the vast majority of it of extraordinary benefit both to the convent and the surrounding communities. When she wasn’t taking classes of one sort or another (she was still rounding out her investigation of Christian theology, which even her father had never been able to explain to her), she worked in the kitchens and as an “assistant” to the apothecary, the two functions being, of course, closely connected with each other. 

Now a word is in order regarding the convent kitchens of colonial México. It was there that modern Mexican cooking was born, as nuns who were often moriscos or conversos invented dishes which used indigenous ingredients gathered for them by their indígena maids to make recipes which were originally Arabic or Berber. The recipes were then reproduced in the households of the viceroy and his retainers. Hokhmah had already mastered this cuisine, but added to it using herbs from throughout Asia, Africa, and the Americas the knowledge of which we have now lost. On the convent’s first feast day, on the second of February, just short of a year after her arrival, she prepared for the sisters a feast that none of them ever forgot. It was a sort of mole, but prepared with lamb in the manner of a Moroccan tajin, and rich with dried fruit and cinnamon and some herb, the name of which she refused to reveal, which the sisters said (much to their embarrassment), produced both the most extraordinary intellectual clarity and the most complete sexual bliss. 

--I know the recipe, said little Estrella waking from her catnap, during which she had apparently been listening intently to the story and taking in every piece of it. I just can’t get all the ingredients. 

--How did she get all those ingredients up in the mountains? asked Sonia. 

--Unknown to anyone, even her father, she had begun her own trading operations at the age of nine, working her father’s associates and pledging them to secrecy. Initially they thought it was just a precocious little girl’s game, and by the time she revealed her activities to her father shortly before he was arrested, she had a substantial business of her own, unique for its use of indígena intermediaries. Little known to the Spanish, the Indians had maintained an occasional trade with China and India for centuries, which with Hokhmah’s help they now linked this to the (illegal) Manila Galleon trade, which carried illegal gold and silver directly from México to Asia, rather than routing it through Spain as the authorities acquired. She used her intermediaries to trade in small quantities of very rare substances. After her parents were executed she managed to maintain this trade and now expanded it, using the convent’s network of Nahuatl villagers as a source of American goods. A portion of the resulting wealth she shared with the convent, making herself indispensable. In this manner she was able to procure culinary and medicinal herbs from all around the world, as well as a variety of other precious substances. She also showed the sisters how to prepare inks and paints for use in the scriptorium and imported indigo from India and purple dyes from the Mediterranean, which allowed them to employ many of the local women in a small textile workshop, all of which increased the convent's revenues enormously. With some difficulty, she set up a workshop for making glass and built a large conservatory so that they could have fresh fruits and vegetables all year long. The conservatory included a network of fish ponds which provided both food and fertilizer. After just a few months it was not at all clear any more whether Hokhmah was a servant girl or the convent’s principal patron. 

It was Hokhmah’s knowledge, however, which earned her the most respect. She also showed the sisters of La Sabiduria how to heal many different illnesses which were peculiar to that country, so that the convent became a great center of healing for the entire region. While continuing her own studies of the wisdom of the indigenous peoples of the region, and of Christian theology --which she studied in order to better understand her enemy-- she held classes for the sisters based on her father’s Sabiduria de las Naciones, so that La Sabiduria became the first Catholic convent where the sisters experimented with Hindu and Buddhist meditation techniques and discussed Rumi and Suhrawardi alongside Juan de la Cruz and Teresa de Avila. 
Most of the time, Hokhmah got along well enough with the sisters, though she preferred to spend her time with the brighter of the girls from the surrounding villages, whose principal teacher she became, and with the old women. She was courteous and witty and always willing to help. Trouble came only when the community and its Superior attempted to assert their authority over her. 

This happened, for example, when the mistress of novices became upset that she was casting horoscopes for her charges, and giving them what amounted to spiritual direction which differed from her own. Even at a place like La Sabiduria there was a great deal of emphasis, in training the novices, on the cultivation of obedience and humility, qualities which Hokhmah valued only in dogs. 

--It is their karmic task. They must learn to learn from their superiors, so that they can transcend the impulses of their passions and begin to cultivate intellect. Once one has an intellect, however, one is obliged to use it to decide whether or not what one is being told makes sense. The only legitimate authority is a good argument. Even those who usually make the best arguments should be followed only when they are right. Even if you turn out to be wrong, you will learn more by following your own judgment and making your own mistakes.

The effect of course was to undermine the whole government of the convent, which was based on the solemn vow which every nun made to obey her superior. That the Mother Superior consulted before making an important decision, and left many matters to a vote of the whole community, did not diminish the importance of this obligation. 

The Mother Superior tried reasoning with her. 

--Do you deny that it is possible for reasonable people to disagree, especially regarding difficult questions?

--Of course not.

--And yet decisions must be made, and a common course followed, not, certainly, in everything, but at least in some things. And for that only two ways are possible –either to follow the decisions of the person who the community believes is usually wisest and most prudent, after she consults with those who may have special knowledge regarding the matter in question, or else to the allow the community itself to make the decision. But in either case, the good of public order requires that the decision, once made, be followed. Your attacks on obedience are undermining my ability to govern this community. It is bad enough that young girls, who know no better, are coming late to class and prayer simply because they wish to assert themselves, or believe that they have something better to do when they do not, but yesterday Consuelo set off exploring on her own, thinking she was following your example, and was lost for ten hours. And Dolores was caught trying to send by private messenger a letter to her younger sister attacking the doctrine of the Incarnation, which she says you convinced her was stupid! It is one thing for you to have your own opinion on these matters, and even to discuss them discretely here. That is why La Sabiduria exists in the first place. But do you know what would happen to us –all of us— if the Inquisition got its hands on a letter like that? All of my work, our work, --your work here-- for that matter, which I know has not been inconsiderable, would be destroyed, just like that. You may want to see us all dead. But do you really want to see us dead at the hands of the Inquisition, like your mother and father, for agreeing with you, because you led someone younger and less prudent than you not perhaps into error, but into a careless indiscretion?

This made an impression on Hokhmah, who was penitent for perhaps the first time since her mother had punished her for casting spells on that little girl who had teased her. 

--Now you are certainly the most brilliant person here. Rather ironically, you have also become the richest. You are almost certainly the best scholar. And you may well be the wisest in the sense of acquired wisdom, philosophical or theological. But you are not the most prudent, and you have acted in a way which endangers the entire community. And you acted that way precisely because of a defect of the virtue you have been attacking: namely humility. You are right that there are too many in the Church who teach humility as a way of gaining submission from those they would oppress. But that is not the true meaning of the virtue. Humility is not submission. It is an accurate appraisal of one’s true worth, strengths and weaknesses, the good with the bad. It means owning your full worth, with all your knowledge and still unfolding powers and recognizing that for all that, before God, you are as nothing. And it is recognizing that, how ever small you may be –and always will be when measured against the divine—you are still of infinite value. God in potentia, as it were --but only in potentia. You have helped me learn this virtue. I have had to admit to myself –and to the sisters who complain about you— that you are in many, many ways my intellectual superior. But I want this same gift for you. I want to see you the truly wise and powerful woman you can become if only you can temper your rage with humility and transform it into a righteous and holy anger. At the very least you need to develop an accurate appreciation of your worth, and especially of your specific strengths and weaknesses, so that you act accordingly, and thus serve the Common Good. By assuming that you have more prudence that you do, and acting on that assumption, you have endangered yourself and the entire community. 

The Mother Superior was of two minds as to how to best handle this situation. On the one hand she was pleased to have gotten Hokhmah’s attention and to have induced some penitence, and did not want to press her luck by imposing some punishment. At the same time she had to think about the good of the community as a whole, something which depended, among other things, on her ability to exercise credible authority. If she was too lenient then the bratty (if rather brainy) little aristocrats she had in her charge would continue to defy her and that would lead to no good. So she asked Hokhmah herself what she should do.

--Imagine yourself in my position. Or better still, if you can, imagine that this is not a Christian community but whatever sort of community you would envision creating, and that you are its head. A brilliant young woman who is a member of that community has acted in a way which threatens it. She seems to realize her mistake, but you are not sure of the depth of her contrition. And in the meanwhile, she has undermined your authority publicly and led her sisters into danger. Take three days and then come back and tell me honestly what I should do. I will accept your decision. 

So Hokhmah left, and spent three days considering the situation. During this time she avoided the other sisters, spending most of it out in mountains, just wandering. She kept searching for some reason she could give that she should avoid punishment, but she kept coming back to the fact that even if she had learned her lesson adequately, the other girls would not unless she made a formal self-criticism, and acknowledged that in this matter, at least, the Mother Superior was correct. And since the other girls were given public penance for far more trivial offenses, like being late to class or prayer, unless she was also given some penance, the relative importance of the issue would not be properly communicated. 

After three days she came back and told the Mother Superior that she had reached a decision.

--I will accuse myself publicly in your chapter of faults and accept three times the penance given to the two girls I led into imprudent acts. 

Consuelo was restricted to the cloister for a week and given extra chores. Dolores was restricted for a month and also given extra chores.

The Mother Superior smiled. Hokhmah blushed and smiled weakly in response.

--Thank you, the Mother Superior said. Accusing yourself and sharing their punishment will be more than enough. 

--Thank you, said Hokhmah. 

The chapter of faults was held monthly at La Sabiduria, and more often among the novices when one of them required special discipline. But since she was not technically a member of the community, Hokhmah had never attended. 

--It will be all right, Trini tried to comfort her the night before. There isn’t a one of us here who hasn’t gotten in trouble before. I have seen the Mother Superior accuse herself and accept penance three times since we have arrived and even the novice mistress has accused herself before the novices. You are just going to have to accept the fact that you are a human being and make mistakes like the rest of us. But we love you, we really do.

--You own me. Hokhmah could not resist making a dig at her friend.

--I don’t own you. You are bound in service to me for your own good. Don’t you admit that this is a valuable lesson you are learning? 

--Yes, but …

--And would you be learning it if you weren’t here, with us, under the direction of Christians.

--Even the Mother Superior doesn’t believe that crap. I would probably have learned the lesson a long time ago, because my parents wouldn’t be dead or if they were I would be among my own people, and wouldn’t have to fight so hard …

Hokhmah broke down crying. Trini went over and began stroking her hair until she fell asleep. She emptied her own chamber pot that night, and every night afterward.

The next day they assembled in the chapel for the chapter of faults. Hokhmah’s misdeed and the faults of the girls who she had “misled” were only a few on a long list, though some of the older nuns seemed to be accusing themselves just for the hell of it, or to be prosecuting silly old grudges against those they disliked.

--I accuse myself of insufficient attention in prayer, said one.

--I accuse Hermana Teresa of a defect of cleanliness. She smells, said one old woman.

--I accuse myself of the sin of gluttony for eating my friend’s dessert last week, said one of the novices who seemed to be getting the hang of things.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, it was time for Hokhmah and the two girls she had gotten into trouble to confess.

--I accuse myself of leaving the convent without permission, said the first.

--I accuse myself of endangering the community by expressing doubts regarding doctrine in an inappropriate forum, said the second.

The Mother Superior gave each their penance. Then Hokhmah rose and walked to the front of the chapel. As might have been expected, she departed from the accepted form.

--Please be lenient with these girls, for the real fault is mine. I have had too high an opinion of myself and shown a defect of prudence in counseling them. I have not understood until now the real meaning of humility. Let me take their punishment along with my own.

Her eyes met theirs, and then the Trini’s and those of the Mother Superior, but otherwise she avoided looking at the other members of the community.

--You will share their penance with them, but this desire to take responsibility for their actions is just another manifestation of your childish pride. You will be punished like a novice, not like a spiritual director. 

The words stung and Hokhmah blushed. 

Then the chapter continued as the rest of the sisters confessed silly faults. 

--I don’t think she should have given in, said Estrella, apparently having heard everything even though she appeared to have been sound asleep on her grandmother’s lap.

--That’s why you are always getting nalgadas, said Fe.

--Maybe she had another reason to stay, said Esperanza, who had heard the story before. Maybe she was planning something. Her grandmother glared at her, as if to warn her not to say more and ruin the story for the younger children.

--Maybe she knew the Mother Superior was right, said Caridad. 

--Sometimes you can be right and wrong at the same time, said Sonia. I remember once being punished for hitting a girl who teased me for being smart. She shouldn’t have teased me, but I shouldn’t have hit her either. It was hard, but my mom helped me through it. 

--That’s what the Mother Superior was trying to get at, said Caridad.

--Maybe. 

--Maybe you are all right, at least partly said the old woman, who knew that she had best continue to the story if they were to finish before her daughter’s arrived for dinner. 

The punishment itself was not as hard on Hokhmah as she had thought it would be. She and the other two girls were set to work in the kitchen, and she spent the time creating the most extraordinary dishes: chiles stuffed with minced mutton in a sauce thickened with almond milk, avocados ground with green chiles, cilantro, garlic, and olive oil, and a sort of pasta filled with ground lamb and simmered in a broth with tomatoes, ginger, and tumeric. She also took the opportunity to expand the conservatory and to build a small foundry which could be used for casting both metal tools and religious statues. And she found that the Consuelo and Dolores, far from resenting her for having gotten them in trouble, soon became real friends. And what was most important to Hokhmah, they seemed to respect her even more than they had before.

It seemed for a while, at least, that without being forced to yield on questions of principle, Hokhmah was really and truly being integrated into the community. Hokhmah entered fully into the rhythm of life in the convent: prayer, work, and study. She approached with joy the simple tasks of tending the garden and collecting herbs and minerals in the surrounding countryside. She operated large trading networks which brought the community wealth beyond imagination, and which allowed her to procure ingredients for its kitchen –and her experiments—which most in New Spain had never heard of. She spent long hours reading and soon found herself teaching as well. Once she decided to act like a member of the community sisters of all ages began to seek her out as an authority, first on physics, alchemy and the healing arts, then on astrology and kaballah, and eventually on questions of metaphysics and ethics. She held back, to be sure, from full participation in their rites. Specifically, she never accepted communion or any other sacrament, even though she had, technically, been baptized as a child. But she threw herself fully into the preparations for each feast, preparing dishes of such subtle complexity that the sisters literally imagined themselves transported to Bukhara or Goa or Pagan. From time to time she still got into trouble because of her arrogance or her anger, but these little incidents only confirmed for the Mother Superior that she had really and truly integrated herself into the community. She behaved like someone who had a made a mistake, or had a reasonable grievance, and both accepted correction and forgave others and moved on. 

--So why did she get kicked out? asked Caridad.

--I thought she was a bruja, said Roberto.

--She was, said Estrellita.

--If you will let me continue … the old woman said. Hokhmah’s change of heart with respect to the way she related to the sisters at the convent was quite sincere. But she had … plans and aspirations which went beyond anything the convent could support or understand. 

--What sort of “plans and aspirations”? asked Esperanza. 

--Well in order to understand, you have to remember that her father was a great Kaballist, and her mother an Aztec priestess. 

--What is a Kaballist again? asked Sonia.

--The Kaballists were Jewish scholars who searched out the hidden meaning of the scriptures. The believed that the whole universe had emanated ... was an expression of God, who had given birth to various spheres, each of which embodied a particular aspect of the divine nature. The lowest of these spheres is our own material world. At the heart of the Kaballistic doctrine is the idea that something went wrong in the course of creation, that because what is finite cannot contain the infinite, the vessels into which the divine sparks were to enter were broken, resulting in a universe which is full of evil and injustice as well as great beauty. Our task is to repair the very fabric of the universe to effect the great work known as tikkun 'olam. Now generally this was taken to mean that by correcting injustice we could contribute to the redemption of the universe as a whole, gradually completing God's work of creation. But there had always been kaballists who had believed the work could be done in the other direction: that by means of magic or alchemy or some other technique that the arrangement of the sephiroth themselves could be altered, thereby correcting injustice here below. 

Now this is where the learning of the Aztecs, of Hokhmah's Mother's people, with whom she also identified profoundly, came into play. For if Jewish learning is a technology of justice and redemption, Aztec learning is above all a technology of creation. 

--Creation? asked Carlos. You mean like in the creation of the universe?

--Exactly. The Aztecs believed that the universe came into being when one of the gods sacrificed himself, throwing himself on a sacrificial pyre, thereby bringing into being the sun. And creation then had to be sustained by human sacrifice. When the Aztecs took captives in war, they would feed and host them as if they were gods for as long as a year. Indeed, some were actually treated as ixtpla, the earthly form of the God, and symbolically ruled the city which had taken them captive. At the end of the year they would then be led up to the top of a great pyramid, and layed spread-eagle over the altar. The priest would then bring down an obsidian knife blade, opening the captive's chest, and removing the still beating heart, which would then be thrown against the wall as an offering to the God. 

The children were silent. The old woman knew she would hear about this from her daughters. 

--What Hokhmah planned was nothing less than the supreme act of creation. She planned to create a universe.

--But why? Asked Sonia. 

--What was she thinking, asked Caridad.

--I am not sure what she was thinking, or even what I think about what she did. Perhaps she hoped to create a new world into which her people –or all oppressed people—could escape. Perhaps she wanted to see how the universe worked on a smaller scale so that she could figure out how to manipulate the sephiroth in order to bring about the tikkun ‘olam. Or perhaps she was just curious. She was still young –only seventeen at this point—and, well young people sometimes do foolish things.

The children glared at her.

--At least I did foolish things when I was young, the old woman corrected herself. But then again, perhaps what Hokhmah did wasn’t so foolish. It remains to be seen …

--But how could Hokhmah create a universe, abuela? She needed a god to sacrifice. Or at least the ixtpla of a God. And you said she didn’t kill people and eat them. Carlos’ interests were clear. 

--The priests say that God lives in that metal box in the church, and that they turn bread and wine into God cada Domingo en la misa. Estrella clearly thought the way Hokhmah did.

--Exactly, said the old woman. Hokhmah understood thoroughly how the liturgy worked, and which words were considered to be effective in "making the God present" as she put it. And how convenient that the God remained in the form of what appeared to be bread, stored in a little cabinet beside the altar! 

Part of what made the sisters so angry later on is that she enlisted each and every one of them –and even the priest who said mass for them-- in her preparations, without any of them knowing it, to be sure. To the apothecary, with whom she still worked closely, she entrusted the work of preparing a special explosive, which would generate great heat and light, but in a very contained area, so that it would otherwise do as little damage as possible. She told the old woman of the ways in which the Chinese celebrated their feasts, and thought that such fireworks might well be incorporated into the Christian liturgy, if only they could be rendered safe. Using her father’s work as a guide, they compounded a sort of rocket which produced a colorful display containing an image of the Holy Trinity. What the apothecary didn’t know is that Hokhmah was including various substances associated with each of the sephiroth or heavenly spheres, and secretly assembling the device in a way which would produce an image not of the Trinity but of those very sephiroth …

Meanwhile she took a great interest in the Eucharist itself. She studied Eucharistic theology and got the priest to explain to her carefully at just what moment “the God” as she called Him, became present. She was distressed to find that there were differences on this question, with the Western Churches holding that God was present from the moment the priest pronounced the words of institution:

--This is my body which is given up for you …

--This is my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant, which is shed …

The Eastern Churches, on the other hand, held up that God became present when the priest said:

--Let your Spirit descend on these gifts and make them holy …

She was also confused by the position of the Sanctus in the liturgy. The Sanctus, she knew, derived from the liturgy of the Jewish Temple, where, on entering the Holy of Holies during the pilgrim feasts, the High Priest would say:

--Chemosh, Chemosh, Chemosh, YHWH Sabaoth …

It seemed that this should follow the consecration, and be said when the God was present, but in the Catholic liturgy it preceded it. She tried in vain to get the priest to alter the ordo and was confused when he said this was impossible. She also studied with great care the debates around transubstantiation, and was surprised to find that very few of the sisters, with the exception of Trini, who had become the convent’s specialist on Thomas Aquinas, and the Mother Superior, who Hokhmah thought knew a lot for a Christian, none of them really understood the issues at stake. It was vitally important to her plan that the bread and wine actually be transformed into the body and blood of Jesus, and that God not just be present “in with and under the forms “ of the bread and wine, as the Lutheran heretics claimed, because it was the bread and wine, or rather what ever substance they were transformed into, which would burn, not some invisible “real presence.” She also concerned herself with what seemed a terrible ambiguity in the whole doctrine surrounding the Eucharist. Even if the bread and wine were transformed into the body and blood of Jesus, and even if Jesus really were True God and True Man, were his body and blood really divine? Or did the priest merely make Jesus’ humanity present? Long conversations with Trini and with the Mother Superior assured her that God Himself, in the second person of the Trinity was really and substantially present.

Telling the priest and the cooks that she had an idea as to how to make the hosts last longer once they were reserved in the tabernacle, she introduced a new recipe which made the host more flammable. It took her months to find a substance which was not toxic, for she had no desire to poison the sisters, and tasteless and odorless, but which would make the bread easily ignite. 

Hokhmah considered for a long time performing the entire work which she planned herself, in secrecy. She was, after all, of priestly descent on both sides. Her father was a kohen, and her mother a priestess of the goddess Citalinincue. She even went so far as to have a special secret sanctuary constructed for her high in the mountains, with the help of the local Nahuatl communities. But as Hokhmah understood the way in which ritual worked, priesthood was not something general. A priest was a priest of a specific god or goddess or (as she thought of it) of a specific aspect of the One God. And the Catholic priesthood was not the Aaronid priesthood which her father hand held, but rather a priesthood “in the order of Melkizedek”, who Abraham had encountered in his wanderings and who offered bread and wine to ‘el elyon, the Most High God. In order to be sure, she would have to use bread and wine which had been consecrated by a Catholic priest. 

She then considered simply stealing some bread and wine which previously been consecrated. She was distressed, however, to discover that the wine was not reserved, and it seemed to her that without the blood the God would not be at full strength. There was also a technical problem. She had been unable to assure herself that her new flammable hosts would not be toxic if consumed on a regular basis for a long period of time. Her idea, therefore, was that the host would be consumed by fire before it was eaten, and that (assuming her explosive device worked properly) no one would be seriously injured, and even the priest would suffer only some light burns. And besides, the effects of her work would be quite public. There was no way to hide entirely the effects of what she planned to do. 

She did, however, use the chapel which she had constructed, which was an exact duplicate of the convent chapel, to test the trajectory of her rockets, something which took her over three years to perfect. 

Hokhmah studied carefully the motions of the planets and stars in order to determine which time would be most propitious for her experiment. She was not surprised to find that it was the feast of Corpus Christi which turned out to be best. When the vigil of the feast came she waited until late at night after all the sisters and all of the servants had gone to sleep. She crept out of her cell and went up to her laboratory to confect the firework she had been planning for so long, together with a small rocket. These she then set carefully behind some rosemary bushes in the garden, carefully aiming it in accord with the results of her experiments so that it would detonate immediately above the altar at just the right time. 

The next day as the bells tolled for mass, she picked up her flint and then went up to the chapel with Trini. As the Eucharistic prayer approached, she left. This attracted no attention, since the sisters all knew that, her interest in Eucharistic theology notwithstanding, she never took communion. She then went out into the garden and, just as the priest was beginning the words of the consecration, she lit the fuse. The rocket hesitated a moment, and then soared up out of the garden and through the chapel window leaving behind it a great blue streak. It then hovered above altar and generated a display of the ten sephiroth, the last of which entirely consumed the bread and wine of the consecration. The priest was seriously burned, but ...

--Nothing happened! shouted Roberto. She was just a silly girl. 

Roberto was still fixated on the idea that she gave beer to the star-goddess.

--No she wasn't, shouted Estrellita. It was just her first try. I'll bet ...

--If you will let me finish ... the old woman continued. The sisters let out a great scream, something which Hokhmah had counted on as necessary to her work. It was the God’s cry of pain as he was sacrificed. And when they saw Hokhmah peering in through the same window which had allowed her missile to penetrate the chapel, they knew what had happened. Hokhmah remained perfectly calm. She had already prepared a salve to apply to the priest’s burns and, after attending to him, she carefully collected the debris from the explosion and placed it in a special flask she had ordered from Cairo specifically for this purpose. She hid the flask and then made her way to the Mother Superior's study.

--What is the meaning of this? 

Hokhmah was silent. 

--I am so disappointed in you. I thought that you were making progress. 

Still, Hokhmah was silent.

--I am, Mother Superior, but it is time for me to leave. 

--I’ll say. You have made great contributions to this community. But this is an outrage. You have no right to attempt to "kill" our god or make him your prisoner –or whatever else you had in mind. You have, in any case, made it quite impossible for us to keep you any longer. As it is, when word leaks out –and it will— there will be an investigation. The Inquisition will be all over us. We will be lucky if they don’t burn us all. We will give you four burros. Take as much food and other supplies as you can carry. I expect you will be gone by dawn tomorrow. May God be with you and with your people.

Hokhmah bowed and left the presence of the Mother Superior. She checked in on the priest and, this done, she went to her cell, packed up her clothes and as many books as she thought she could carry. 

--I will miss you, said Trini. I am hurt and enraged beyond words, but I will miss you.

Hokhmah tried again to maintain her stony silence, but when she looked at the face of her friend she could not help but cry. Trini held her for nearly an hour, until the Mother Superior came to their cell with a small scroll, which she asked her not to open until she had left the convent. Then she fell asleep, exhausted. 

In the morning she got up early and went to the laboratory to pilfer what she could before leaving. There, hovering above the flask into which she had put the debris from the explosion was a small dark sphere --and inside were clouds of swirling stars. 

--It was the universe, said Estrellita. I knew she could do it!

Extending her hands as coaxing an animal, she spoke softly to the sphere and lured it back into the flask which she then corked as if it were just so much wine or oil and put it in her baggage. 

Outside her burros awaited her. And though it was midsummer, the leaves on many of the trees had turned golden, while other trees were in bloom as if it were earliest spring. Snow fell to the north side of the convent, while to the south palm trees were growing up, unknown at this elevation. She loaded her books and lab equipment and herbs, spices and minerals onto the burro, taking with her no food whatsoever, and led the burro out of the gates of the convent, and headed north. After she was well out of sight, but not too far, she stopped, withdrew the flask from the saddle back on the burro Sonia and opened it, saying some prayers.

--What prayers did she say, abuela.
--I can’t tell you mija.

--I know, said little Estrella. Her grandmother glared at her. 

A month later, when the officers of the Inquisition arrived, alerted by one of the sisters, they found no trace of a convent. The place was deserted and abandoned, the trees all bare, and the ground covered with a meter of snow. 

--What happened with the universe she created, abuela? asked Roberto.

--What did the scroll say that the Mother Superior gave her? shouted Estrellita.

--How did she get all the way up here? asked Sonia. What happened to her on the way?

Outside, over the howling of the wind, the children heard an SUV pull up. It was Estrella’s mother, arriving for dinner, and then to take them home.

--That is all the subject of another story, the old woman said, hoping that she would still be around at Christmas to tell it.
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