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--Tell us more abuela! Tell us more about Hokhmah! Tell us how she became a powerful bruja and destroyed all her enemies! Little Estrella was excited to be back at her grandmothers’ house near Truchas, away from the sterile subdivision of White Rock where she spent most of her time.

--Well, mija, what I know is this. After she left the convent with her burro and her books, Hokhmah wandered north. At first she spent most of her time alone reflecting on what had happened and trying better to understand her calling. She managed to steal a few sheep and goats …

--Hokhmah was a thief? Little Roberto yelled.

--She only took them from rich people, Estrella said, adding that it was OK for a poor person to steal from the rich because the rich steal from the poor. It sort of evens things out, she said.

The old woman nodded in approval.

--I have taught you well, mija, but don’t ever say that in front of your mother.

--Don’t worry abuela. We love our mom but we know she has been bourgeoisified. Esperanza seemed proud of her ability to pronounce the word correctly. 

--In any case, the old woman continued, in the summer Hokhmah would climb up into the mountains, collecting herbs and visiting the Indians that lived there and then in the winter she would descend towards the coasts where it was warmer. As she traveled she collected the wisdom of each group she met, and shared what she knew. She also established trade networks that linked the Indians with each other and with Asia, long before the Spanish arrived. Indeed, she always tried to keep ahead of the wave of Spanish settlement, and to warn the Indians of what to expect, but this became increasingly difficult. 

Eventually she decided that if she was to survive and pass her wisdom on she would need a daughter, or at least an apprentice, and much as she enjoyed staying with the Indians she knew that her way and theirs were different and that she would have to settle in a Spanish town. So she journeyed north across the desert and helped found a city called Durango. She is listed in the records there as a curandera, a healer, and probably earned her living that way. Al Norte, en la frontera, people did not care so much that she was judía y indígena, y una bruja … 

The old woman paused, thinking of an old song.

Al Norte del corazón,

A las fronteras de los cielos,

Nuestro cariño será eterno.

She thought of Antonio and of warm summer nights on the veranda …

--But tell us more! How did we get here to Nuevo Mexico?

--We don’t really know mija. But there is a story which has been passed down. It is a story my mother told me and that her mother told her. I don’t really know if it is true. But I do know it would make your mother very angry if I was to share it with you!

The old woman’s eyes sparkled.

--We promise we won’t tell her, we promise abuela! 

--Besides, Roberto added. You’re her mom and you can’t get in trouble with her!

--What I heard is this. Shortly after she settled in Durango, she met a merchant, a man named Iago, a secret Jew, in the marketplace who was traveling through the town selling various wares which he had brought from the old world. She could tell that he was a Jew and that he had traveled widely and began asking him if he could help her obtain various herbs and spices she needed for the medicines she made or to cook the dishes which her father had described in La Sabiduría (which was, among other things, a great cookbook). It was not so obvious to him that she was part Jewish --her mother being an Aztec priestess she was technically not a Jew—but he could tell simply from the variety of things that she was selling in the market, which included herbs from all over Mexico, as well as many Old World herbs that she grew in her own garden—that she was an interesting and unusual person to say the least. And so they began talking and after several days he learned her story and she his (which was not nearly so interesting). Now remember that Hokhmah knew that she needed a daughter, and to have a daughter safely and without arousing the disapproval of the local community she would need a husband. But finding one she could trust –who she could even allow into her home with all its secret underground chapels and laboratories- would be difficult indeed. Iago was a kind man and while nowhere near her equal he seemed to appreciate just how special she was. And since he spent most of his time traveling around the world engaged in trade, he would not stand in the way of her freedom. Hokhmah, for her part, even at twenty-eight, after ten years of wandering through the mountains and deserts, was a ravishing beauty. And so after a decent interval they were married and Hokhmah bore a son, whom they called Jesus, in order to hide as best they could his heterodox origins. 

--But abuela, you said Hokhmah wanted a daughter, little Estrellita yelled out.

--Why a daughter? Roberto demanded. Couldn’t a son carry on her work just as well?

--Among many of the Indian peoples, mijo, the men guard their wisdom very tightly. It is only possible to gain wisdom by being initiated into a secret society, and it is very difficult to be initiated into more than one. But the women share what they know more freely with each other. And so, just as her father Jacob could not have done what he did, traveling around the world and collecting manuscripts from bikkhus and Brahmins and imams, if he had been a woman, so too Hokhmah knew that only a woman would be able to continue what she was doing among the Indians.

--Was she upset that she had a son? Roberto seemed deeply concerned with this question.

--No, no mijo. She loved him dearly. And he received the very best education. She taught him every thing that she knew. And as the son of a merchant, rather than just of a mestiza herb-woman, he was able to attend the new Jesuit college in Mexico City, and eventually to enroll in the university, where he became a professor of philosophy. There he worked behind the scenes to write laws protecting the rights of the Indians and of the mestizo peasants. His masters’ thesis was a critique of Aristotle’s defense of slavery, which his Dominican professors judged the best approach they had seen to this very difficult question. The thesis, which is preserved in the La Sabiduría de las Naciones shows that while it is, in fact true that those who are unable to exercise their rational faculties are indeed “natural slaves,” as Aristotle put it, in the sense that they need direction from someone who can use reason, there is in fact no class or ethnic group on the planet which meets this criterion, but only an unfortunate few who are born with unusual mental deficiencies. And those few individuals who lack reason must be governed for their own benefit, and not for the benefit of those who govern them. Central to his argument was the research his grandfather conducted in his journeys around the world, which showed, among other things, that every people on the planet has some concept of the divine, which is, by itself, sufficient evidence of the exercise not only of intelligence but in fact of the transcendental abstraction characteristic of acquired wisdom. His doctoral dissertation, also preserved in La Sabiduría, showed how it was possible to reconcile an Aristotelian physics based on teleological explanation with the new astronomical findings of Copernicus, Brahe, and Kepler and with the mathematical physics of Galileo and Newton.

Eventually he married a beautiful young woman named Prajna from Pagan in Burma, the descendant of Brahmin priests who had once served in the court of the king there. Pagan had once been the capital of Burma, but was destroyed by the Mongols. This young woman, like Jesus’ mother and grandmother, had been reduced to selling herbs in the market, for which they were expelled from their jati or lineage community. Her father became a business partner of Iago’s and when the Portuguese began to put pressure on local merchants, Iago helped them escape to Mexico. Prajna was brilliant and soon took to studying the copy of the Sabiduría which was kept in the shop her father shared with Iago. When Jesus would stop by to visit they would talk and soon they found themselves married.

The old woman was, for the first time in her long narration, crying.

--What’s wrong abuela? Caridad, always the most sensitive of the children, asked her grandmother. 

--Prajna died in childbirth, she said. Little Sonia never got to know her mother. In those days it was not considered possible for a man to raise a child, especially a little girl alone, and so Jesus sent her North with Iago to be raised by her grandmother. 

--What happened to Jesus? asked Roberto, anxious not to lose the male presence in what seemed to have become a women’s story.

--He continued his teaching and writing for a few years, but was inconsolable. One summer he decided to set sail with his father to see more of the world. Neither one was ever heard from again. Prajna’s father went with them, and sent a letter from Goa to the effect that they had parted ways there and that Iago and Jesus were planning to make their way to Jerusalem and return by the way of Spain. Neither, it seems, made it. 

So Sonia was raised in Durango by her grandmother, who by this time was quite old, but who at long last had the “daughter” she needed. By this time she had become una bruja poderosa and she was able to protect the child and teach her to protect herself. They lived in an adobe house which looked from the outside to be just one small room, but on the inside there was space for laboratories, chapels, and a large courtyard with herbs and flowers. She was able to make wells spring out from the earth and irrigate all the land around their house so that they had fruit and vegetables in plenty. By age three Sonia could read and write and was devouring La Sabiduría and everything else she could find, even correcting errors in her father’s doctoral dissertation. She had a special talent, however, for making things change form and used to amuse herself by changing the stones in the front yard into gold coins and using them to buy treats for herself in the market. She became very frustrated, however, when she tried turning a small rock into a dog, something which is quite impossible, her Grandmother explained, because higher order capacities are acquired only by long experience and cannot simply be granted to a being as if by magic. 

--The true bruja merely brings out the latent potential in things, her Grandmother told her. But we cannot make happen something for which the conditions do not exist. Even God cannot do what is logically impossible, and we are but Her apprentices. Sentient beings ripen over many lifetimes. Let the rocks be. 

--I don’t want to be God’s apprentice, Estrella said, sitting up on her grandmother’s lap. I want to be her partner!

--But before you can be a partner, you must be an apprentice, mija. There is no other way. 

To say that little Estrella was precocious would have been an understatement. But as is often the case with precocious children, it would equally have been an understatement to call her proud or strong willed. And when she found herself running up against the limits of her finitude she tended to lose herself a bit and become less than she was.

--Now in those days, the old woman continued, rumors began to filter down into Mexico about Seven Cities of Gold far to the North, near what is now Gallup. 

Little Estrella laughed.

--There isn’t any gold in Gallup. There isn’t even a city there, just drunk …

No sooner were the words out of her mouth than her abuela had flipped the little girl upside down and administered three sharp smacks to her suddenly bare nalgas.

--Shall I continue, or do you need to spend some time in the corner?

--I’m sorry abuela, it’s just that that is what our father says every time we drive through there on the way to LA. 

--And if I catch your father saying it he’ll get the same treatment you did.

The children laughed.

--Nosotros también somos indígenas, y judíos, y moriscos. Don’t let me ever hear you say something bad about our brothers and sisters again.

--Yes abuela, said Estrella, clearly ashamed of herself. That’s why I don’t want to be just an apprentice: demasiado nalgadas, she muttered under her breath.

-- In any case, she continued, Hokhmah knew full well that these rumors were false, and she tried as hard as she could to dissuade the people from acting on them, because she wanted to protect the people of El Norte from being conquered.

--Couldn’t she just bewitch them, abuela, shouted little Roberto?

--Haven’t you been listening? Estrella said. A bruja can’t make you do something. All she can do is influence your body or your mind. It is still up to you to choose.

The old woman looked at her with surprise. I have something here, she thought.

--The people had grown greedy in those days. They had tired of working their fields and tending their flocks and paying tithes to the padres cada Domingo. They imagined themselves hildagos, with peones indígenas to work their fields and genízara slave girls taken from one of the nomadic tribes to …

The old woman caught herself, but little Estrella completed her thought anyway.

--That’s all right abuela. We know they used them for sex. It was a very bad thing to do. 

-- In any case, the people ignored her and planned to set out on a great expedition to conquer the Seven Cities. Hokhmah wanted to go ahead to warn the Indians about what was in store for them, even though by this time she was very old. So one warm summer night, when the air was filled with the scent of flowers and the sounds of crickets, she called little Sonia to her side and explained what she planned to do. She reminded her that her ancestors had been dedicated for many generations to the cause of preserving the wisdom of the nations, and that now she too must carry forward this great work. She explained that they would see much bloodshed and suffering, which they would try to alleviate in any way that she could, but that she would not be able to change to course of what was about to happen. 

--Why not, abuela? Little Estrella spoke in one voice with her ancestor Sonia. 

--I don’t know. I just know that I have had dreams, and so have many of the caciques and even that old rabbi who wandered through here, that a new and powerful force is rising, and that for a while, at least, it will prevail. Some people say that it is because too many of us, the wise ones, have committed great sins and that the people have lost faith in us. Others say it is because there are more and more people being born and that more and more of them are young souls who do not yet see the value of wisdom. Others say they see it in the stars –that the cosmic forces are shifting against us for a while, almost like bad weather. 

--What do you the abuela? 

--I think that it is because the Northern peoples –the Germans— having conquered, believe that conquest is the foundation of all things existing. They even imagine their god this way –a warlord who has bound Satan and gives the gift of salvation freely to his faithful followers, as if it were so much war booty, and not something won over many lifetimes of study and struggle. Soon every person on the earth will imagine themselves on this model, as sovereign and subject, and what we have understood as civilization, this nurturing of latent potential which has been our work for all these millennia, will be no more. What ever the reasons for what is happening, we simply must have faith in God, in the universe, and in humanity and know that in the end the truth will win out. Our job is to preserve Wisdom, and to help others who know and love and serve her, in secret, during the dark times ahead. 

The old woman was crying. 

Little Sonia did not want to leave her home which, if isolated, was also idyllic. But they packed up the books and herbs and tools and as much food and tradable commodities as they could carry and, accompanied by four burros and several hundred sheep and goats, headed north, towards the lands of the Keres, where Hokhmah had decided they would receive the best reception. 

--Were those the magic burritos? asked little Roberto? The ones that could talk?

--Silly boy, chided Estrellita. All donkeys are magical. They are wise souls that have returned to earth to help poor folk with their burdens. But they don’t talk. They teach you silently.

This was new to the old woman. She allowed Estrellita to continue.

--Each of them has a name. They are named after virtues –you know those things that Padre Tomás is always taking about that he calls good habits, like fe y esperanza y caridad. 

Roberto want to ask if that meant his cousins were asses, but thought better of it. Estrellita continued.

--If you follow the donkey with that name, then you learn that particular virtue. Sonia’s donkeys were named after these three virtues, plus one whose name even they didn’t know. But I’ll bet she wished she had one named justicia so she could make the Spanish be fair or fuerza so she could fight them.

--Those donkeys had died already, said the old woman. That is why when they came north los pobrecitos had nothing left but their religion. 

--But what happened to their house? Is it still there in Durango? Can we go see it? 

--If you will let me finish … said the old woman. After helping Sonia load the burros, she called her inside, into the shrine where they held their most sacred rites. 

--What will become of the shrine, abuela? 

--It cannot make this journey with us, mija, but it can go on ahead. I will make it vanish, only to reappear at some time in the future when people need it most. 

The old woman then knelt before the altar and began reciting a pslam.

Let me enter into the house of the Lord!

Sonia knew to sprinkle water on her with the branch of hyssop they used whenever they performed this ceremony, and then to anoint her with oil. Then she said other prayers, in Nahuatl, which I cannot repeat here …

--I know them, shouted Estrellita, and I know where the shrine is. Her grandmother glared at her and she was silent. 

… then the house and everything in it disappeared. 

From there Hokhmah and Sonia walked North across the deserts of Chihuahua. Fe led the way making straight for the place where the Rio Bravo passes through the Sierra Madre creating an entrance into El Norte. Whenever the going became difficult, as it often did, Esperanza would cheer the company with silly antics or Caridad would go up to each member of the group and nuzzle them –donkeys first, mind you. Sonia had sufficient knowledge of herbs and edible plants that they were able to find food, and Fe in particular had the instincts of a good hydrogeologist, apparently having spent a few lifetimes as a camel in Central Asia before taking up donkey duty. Each camp they made became a sort of oasis. Springs which lay deep beneath the rocks would bubble up to the surface to refresh them. Plants would bloom out of season and turn to fruit by morning. 

The nights in particular were glorious. The stars filled the sky like jewels and spoke to Hokhmah and Sonia in each of the languages they had mastered --seventy for Hokhmah and eighteen for Sonia, joining in constellations according to the traditions of each of the seventeen astronomical traditions her grandmother had taught her. On moonless nights the rocks and plants glowed with a light of their own, the very luminescence of Being, without, however, dimming the brilliance of the stars. Every morning before they left they would erect a small shrine and would engrave into the stone a sentence or two from La Sabiduría. 

Every three or four days they would come to a village or to the camp of some nomadic band. And every time they would be greeted by a watchman who would announce to his community:

--It is the wise one, the one the cacique saw in his vision! Or

--It is her, the one the old woman told us about in her dreams. 

To each group Hokhmah gave her warning of what was to happen. She healed any of their sick who they could not heal themselves, and wrote down as much of their lore and wisdom as she could, and then departed. 

Just before they reached the mission of Nuestra Senora de Guadalupe, in the place known as El Paso del Norte, they cut to the west, in order to avoid Spanish explorers and raiders traveling along the valley of the Rio Bravo. So she crossed the mountains near what is now Santa Teresa, and zigzagged through the low mountains to the west of the valley, and crossed the Plains of San Agustín. From there they crossed the Zuni Mountains and the Badlands, the Malpaís, which lay to the south and west of Acoma. All three donkeys hurt themselves, but Fe led them on anyway, her hooves bleeding, until she found the old road leading from Zuni to Acoma, which they followed until the hilltop village came into sight. There they camped, even though it was only noon.

--Why did they stop there? asked Estrellita, again echoing her ancestor’s question to her grandmother.

--We must wait here until the war priests come to greet us. No one, not even a wise woman –especially not a wise woman—enters a sacred site without permission of those to whom it is entrusted. And Acoma is a very sacred place.

Hokhmah then busied herself putting together a small basket containing ears of wheat and barley, olives and a flask of oil, grapes and a flask of wine, and special phylacteries containing excerpts from the Sabiduría summarizing, insofar as it could be done in just a few words, the wisdom of all the peoples of Europe, Asia, and Africa. She then called up a stream from the ground and they washed their clothing and left it to dry in the sun while they ate a lunch of dates and figs, which they plucked fresh from the trees Hokhmah had conjured. 

Around dusk they noticed a small party approaching on foot along the Zuni-Acoma road. They gathered together the basket and the book and waited. When the party approached, one of the men, who was dressed in a manner which seemed to Sonia to be not too different from that of the Tahuamara to the south, took out a bag of cornmeal and made a line along the road, indicating, Hokhmah said, that they should proceed no further.

--I stand in the place of Nauitsi, the old woman said, daughter of Sussistinako and sister of Iatiku with whom I quarreled. Many years ago I left them and journeyed to the East. I have returned now to pay homage to them and to warn of the many dangers which are to come. I ask permission to enter your village. Then she set the basket down, being careful not to cross the line of cornmeal.

--Iatiku has no desire to see her sister. Go back and return tomorrow and perhaps she will have changed her mind. I will, however, take your gifts and see if they soften her heart.

So Hokhmah and Sonia packed up and relocated their camp about one kilometer back towards the lands of the Zuni. The next day they repeated the ritual with the same result. On the third day, however, they were invited to enter the village, with the proviso that they would leave if asked to do so and would tell no one of what they had seen. They were then led up a long, winding path. The burros, however, excused themselves at the base of the mesa and their burdens were taken up by young men, who carried them up by hand. They were shown to a small room in a large dwelling which was obviously shared by an extended family, and brought water and salt and a kind of wafer thin bread made from blue cornmeal. After about an hour, a young man entered and said to Hokhmah:

--The cacique will see you now.

They were led into another room in the same building –a bit larger, with a few more skins and the floor, but otherwise no different than the one they had been led to first. Sitting in the middle of the floor was an old man, even older than Hokhmah.

--Welcome, younger sister, he said to her. Sit and tell us your story.

Hokhmah bowed slightly, and they sat. 

--After my sister and I parted ways I gave birth to a son. He became a mighty warrior and subdued all his brothers and sisters, building great cities and mighty empires. The wisest of his sisters warned him that this was a dangerous path and that it would eventually lead him to destruction and in fact would endanger all the earth, but he would not listen to her. He called her a stupid girl and raped her. She then thought that maybe he would listen better if she spoke through one of her brothers, so she tested each of them and chose the one who seemed most just and taught him everything she knew and then sent him to talk to their brother. He went to the palace his brother had built and entered his service, making himself useful by using his knowledge of the stars and his healing powers to advise the imperial court. But when he finally challenged his brother’s oppressive policies he was taken out and killed. 

One after another my daughter taught her brothers, who were many, the wisdom which I had taught her and which our mother, Sussistinako had taught me, and one after another they went to serve their brother in his palace. Some were killed like the first. Others wanted to do what was right, but their courage failed and they became mere physicians or astrologers or musicians. Still others were seduced by the pomp of the court and became high priests and began to tell people that their brother was in fact the Sun himself. A few escaped out into the wilderness and, despairing of this world, tried in vain to enter the next without completing the tasks which our mother Sussistinako had given us. Finally some of my children banded together and rebelled against their brother and overthrew him, but soon they founded cities and empires of their own. Some were better than others. A few became centers of great wisdom and beauty, though all were marred to some extent by the greed and oppression of their rulers. Others were truly barbaric and brutal beyond comprehension. For a while it seemed that we were, ever so slowly, finding our way, learning to reign in the pride and greed which led me to quarrel with my sister in the first place. But now the youngest of my brothers has risen up and –forsaking the wisdom we had accumulated-- seems intent on conquering all the earth. He has built weapons of great power and ships which can carry him across the sea. Already he has conquered the lands of the Inca, the Aztecs, and the Maya to the South. This very day he is at your doorstep.

--And so you come here seeking refuge? Or perhaps to warn us? But you know full well that what will be will be. 

The cacique went on to tell the story of his own people, the children of Iatiku, of their journey through the four worlds, about how they, too, eventually became proud and greedy, forgetting the ways of their Grandmother, and how each world in succession was destroyed. 

--We here, on these high mesas, together with our brothers and sisters in the other pueblos, are refugees, drawn from all quarters of the planet and speaking many different tongues, sharing in common only a devotion to the original pattern set down for us by She on whose name we cannot even agree. It is our task to preserve that pattern during the final, dark days of this fourth world, and lead humanity forward into the fifth.

Hokhmah learned that the Keres people believed themselves to be descended from the survivors of the great island civilization about which Plato had written in the Critias. The Hopi were refugees from the Great Red City of the South, the Zuni of peoples from Asia and the surrounding islands. 

--This, at any rate, is what our elders told us. What is important is that the pattern be preserved.

Hokhmah then explained to him that this, too, was her intent and showed him La Sabiduría. 
--This is not our way, he said. Wisdom is acquired by living, not by reading, which can at best teach science or technique. And science and technique in the hands of those without wisdom is dangerous. It is what allows those without moral compass to set themselves up as rulers and to build empires. No, you may not write down our stories or describe our rituals. I forbid it.

Hokhmah was shocked. Never, in all her study or travels, nor indeed in any of her father’s work had she ever encountered a people which rejected on principle the idea of preserving wisdom in writing. There were, to be sure, many peoples who did not have writing and who passed on their wisdom orally and by means of rites of initiation. She knew enough to understand that the fact that a people had not developed writing did not mean they were backward. And many of the texts preserved in La Sabiduría were hermetic, written in difficult codes to protect knowledge which might be dangerous in the wrong hands. But never had she met a people which did not want to have its stories written down. For hour after hour she pleaded with the cacique, relating in detail what had happened to her mother’s people, the Aztecs, explaining that unless his people’s stories were written down they might be lost forever.

--Either our wisdom will survive as part of a living culture, or else it will die. I do, however, have a proposal to make to you. Your granddaughter Sonia is young enough. If you stay here with us, she could be raised as a member of my household and learn as much as is permitted to women. You can continue to teach her as well and then she –not you—will teach our people the wisdom of the other peoples of the earth. She will become a living bearer of La Sabiduría and in this way, and in this way only, La Sabiduría will become a living part of Acoma. Perhaps you will even conclude that our way is better.

Deeply frustrated, but intrigued by this new possibility, Hokhmah agreed to the cacique’s proposal. Sonia began her training the very next day. 

--What did they teach her? Asked Fe.

--At first it was just simple things, many of which she already knew how to do from helping her grandmother, even if she had been taught to do it in a slightly different way, like grinding corn or making bread. Later came other things, which I, like Sonia before me, was sworn never to tell.

--I know what she learned, little Estrella yelled out.

Once again her grandmother glared, but this time Estrella looked back defiantly. 

--I think you need to spend some time in the corner, mija, the old woman said, setting her granddaughter down. 

--Please, abuela, I promise to be good. She looked up at her grandmother with her immense brown eyes. 

--That’s what you said last time. You know better than to taunt your sisters and cousins with things you cannot tell them. Now go. You can listen to the rest of the story from the corner. 

Little Estrella, flushed red and her pride hurt badly, made her way over the tangle of her giggling sisters and cousins to the corner her grandmother hand indicated. Caridad went over to give her little sister a kiss on the head. While she herself had never needed much discipline, she could imagine the child’s shame and wanted her to know she was loved.

--In any case, the old woman continued, Sonia learned quickly, mastering both the wisdom of Acoma and the wisdom her grandmother taught her. During the time Sonia was growing up the Spanish finally came. Acoma, however, was more remote than the pueblos of the Rio Bravo and was able to resist complete conquest for a longer period of time. The years passed and soon Sonia was engaged to be married to the cacique’s son, who was expected to succeed him when the old man died. 

--Tell the truth abuela, the whole truth, about what Hokhmah did. Little Estrella was, apparently, capable of being imperious even from the corner. The old woman flushed red as if she herself was being asked to confess a sin. 

--Well, she said haltingly, Hokhmah, it seems, never did fully reconcile herself to the idea that the wisdom of Acoma could not be written down. And so from the very beginning she would stay up late at night writing down her observations, the stories the cacique told her, things she heard, everything she could learn about the Acoma. Finally, just a few weeks before Sonia was to be married, the cacique discovered what she had been doing. He was enraged at the breach of trust and at first wanted to execute Hokhmah as a sorceress. Hokhmah, for her part, was unrepentant and ready to face death, knowing that the book would be safe with the three burros who used to carry away it away to safe keeping at the end of every writing session. In the midst of all this upheaval, and before Hokhmah’s fate had been decided, the Spanish stormed the citadel of the Acoma, ostensibly in reprisal for some act of defiance. All of the adult men, including the cacique, had one hand and one foot cut off, and all of the young women were sentenced to slavery. Only old men and women and children remained. The cacique, for his part, pardoned Hokhmah on condition that she would stay with him and help the village recover. 

--What happened to Sonia? Caridad asked.

--And to the cacique’s son? Asked Roberto. 

--The cacique’s son was killed in the battle. In the midst of the assault, Hokhmah told Sonia to escape with the burros and the book, and not to return until the Spanish had left. So she headed out into the Malpaís, thinking that the Spanish would be unlikely to venture into that region and that she would be safe there. And it is true that the soldiers who had stormed the town did not pursue her. There were, however, slavers who were raiding the camps of the Diné just North of there. It appears that rumors had spread throughout the region that there was a beautiful bruja living among the Acoma who had escaped during siege and was hiding in the Malpaís. And so some of these slavers came looking for her, and eventually overtook her along the road towards Zuni. 

The night before Sonia had noticed a campfire on a mountain not too far away, and had assumed that it was the camp of some nomadic band. Her grandmother had been unaware that, among the many evils which the Spanish had brought with them was slavery, and that in cutting to the west, in to the lands of the Apache and Diné, she had exposed herself to the danger of being taken by a slaver and sold in the market at Santa Fe. And so when, the next morning, as she walked out from her camp to relieve herself, she noticed a group of men on horses approaching at a distance, she thought nothing of it –especially since they seemed to have a large group of women in train. It was only when they had come close, and it was too late, that she noticed that the men were Spanish soldiers and that the women were in chains. Her first thought was to flee, but the Malpaís made this impossible. But La Sabiduría had to be saved whatever the cost. So she spoke silently to the burritos, who had already been loaded for the day’s journey, and sent them on, telling them to wait for her for a week beneath the cliffs of Acoma and, if she did not come, to assume she had been taken and to journey through the settlements along the Rio Bravo in search for her. No sooner had she spoken than they vanished. 

Sonia then turned to the task of protecting herself. Unfortunately this involved the use of advanced magical techniques which her grandmother had not had time to teach her. Her attempt to render herself invisible instead resulted in the growth of a profusion of fruit trees, and her attempt to transform herself into a prairie dog instead conjured a large rattlesnake. All of this confused the soldiers, but it did not deter them. A bruja would fetch a handsome price, whether she was sold to some hidalgo anxious for her services, or turned over to the Inquisition. Whether because they were frightened, or because they had already had their fill the night before with the sixteen Diné women they had in tow, Sonia was at least spared the rape which customarily accompanied being taken as a slave. 

Their supplies running low, the party skirted the cliffs of Acoma and headed due east for the Rio Bravo and, having reached it, proceeded North to Santa Fe. The women were fed cornmeal gruel; the soldiers ate game which they had captured. 

Sonia learned from one of the young women something of the fate which awaited her, and something of the conditions in the region. This woman was, in fact, from Havikuh, the first village to be taken, and had been captured by the Spanish for the first time three years ago. She had learned the language, and then escaped and sought refuge with the Diné. When the Spanish had come, she said, her people had assumed they were just another group of raiders –better armed, perhaps than the Diné or the Apache, who lived alternately by trading with and stealing from the Hopi, Zuni, Keres, and Tanoan speaking peoples of the villages. When instead of simply carrying off grain they insisted on performing ceremonies the people had at first been curious. Were they asking to be admitted to the village? Did they bring some new wisdom? This was, after all, how wandering clans sued for admission to a village. It was only gradually that it became clear that the Spanish intended for their ceremonies to replace the old religion and that the Indians would be expected to pay tribute and perform forced labor. By this time it was too late. 

The Spanish had subdued essentially all of the Pueblos, building churches over the kivas and imposing both a tribute in kind and an encomienda or forced labor levy on the villages. The nomadic tribes they preyed on constantly, taking slaves to work their fields and serve in their households. Some of the padres, who she described as “katchina like people” were kind, defending the Indians against the worst abuses, but only so long as they were willing to abandon their own religion and worship “the god who dies.” Anyone who resisted this god, and especially anyone who continued to worship the old gods after having water poured on their heads, they punished severely with the whip and with slavery. 

They continued in this way to Santa Fe, eating almost nothing and walking thirty miles a day while the soldiers rode their great beasts. Sonia tried talking to these animals in the hope that perhaps they would bolt and allow the women to escape, but their were afraid of their masters and while intelligent, were in fact simple souls with none of the depth and wisdom of her burritos. 

--It is well known, little Estrellita (who by this time had determined she had been punished sufficiently and had abandoned the corner for her customary place on her grandmother’s lap) burst in, that one cannot use a burro on a slaving expedition. They simply won’t cooperate. Horses are more like people. They want to do what is right but they tend to go along with the other people and animals around them. If you want to be good you have to be stubborn, como un burrito. Or like me, she added proudly.

--Is that why abuela is always having to give you nalgadas? porque estás tan buena? asked Caridad, teasing her younger sister, who she adored, ever so gently. Estrella flushed red. Caridad never got in trouble. Well almost never. 

They arrived in Santa Fe late on a Sunday evening and were taken to a sort of stockade where there must have been fully fifty women, mostly young and mostly Diné or Apache, tough there were a few Commanche and some villagers who had been condemned to slavery for apostasy as well. They had only buckets for toilets and the place stank terribly. Sonia wanted to use her powers to turn the excrement into compost, but she was now afraid she had already earned herself a trial for witchcraft, and decided to simply wait things out. 

The next morning at dawn they were led out in chains and put on display for the “hidalgos” who had come to purchase house servants and “sleeping” companions. Sonia noticed a number of friars in the market as well and asked her friend what role they had in the proceedings. 

--When we are sold, it is supposedly just for ten or twenty years, until we become civilized. We are baptized immediately, and cannot be sold again, unless we commit apostasy. The padres claim at least that they disapprove of slavery and that it is actually illegal, and that they are here to make sure that we aren’t mistreated. But I think differently … 

--Is this the part where she meets Padre Antonio? Roberto asked impatiently.

--You mean where he buys her? Estrella corrected him with her usual imperious tone.

--It is more complicated than all that, isn’t it Hermana? A male voice suddenly intervened. It was Padre Tomás, the old woman’s brother and the pastor of the local parish. The children became hushed and straightened themselves involuntarily. Roberto, who didn’t know his uncle very well, got up and made to leave, assuming that now that the priest had made his appearance the storytelling session would be over, or would at least be so heavily censored as to be of no interest.

--Don’t worry Roberto, this is Padre Tomás, not Padre Agustín. Estrella reassured him.

--Hola Padre, Caridad said, always the good girl, anxious to curry favor with her uncle. 


--Perhaps you would like to continue the story, Tomás. I need to attend to the tamales. The old woman set Estrella down and got up and went into the kitchen.

--So your grandmother here wants me to do her work for her, teaching you little ones heresy in the name of our Holy Mother Church!!!

--We already know you are a heretic, Tío, Estrella answered, climbing up onto his lap. That’s why we listen to you. She was the only one of the children to address him as “uncle” rather than using the customary clerical honorific. 

Tomás was, indeed, a heretic, at least by the standards of “Holy Mother Church,” as he called her. After earning a pontifical doctorate in theology from the Institute Catholique in Paris for a dissertation on the differing social bases of the Radical Aristotelians and the Franciscan Spirituals in the fourteenth century, he was denied a teaching position on doctrinal grounds and sent to the missions in Peru, where he eventually became one of the founding members of the Partido Communista Revolucionario, serving on its Central Committee and chairing its Ideological Commission while running a training institute for Aymara catechists. While in Peru he completed several important works in ethnomathematics and ethnoastronomy and developed a program to train the Aymara as software engineers. His aim was not so much economic development in the usual sense as it was sabotage. He hoped to train the Aymara to break into the computer systems of major transnational corporations and undermine their financial dealings. This project was cut short, however, when he allowed a mural of North American human rights activist Lori Berenson to be painted in his sanctuary. A visiting representative from the United States Information Agency noticed it and the Ambassador leaned on the Bishop, who resisted, and then on Rome, which did not, which in turn leaned on his order, which had him sent home. Sixty-three though he was he hoped to be sent back to the missions, but when a routine physical examination showed that he had contracted non-Hodgkins lymphoma, he was posted to a small parish in the mountains which had lost its pastor to the sex abuse scandals, and which was close enough that he could make it into Albuquerque for treatments. Now he spent his days talking with old conversos and plotting mischief with his sister. 

--Yes, I will carry on the story from here. That morning Padre Antonio had come up to the market because he had heard that there was a shipment of slaves and, as always when this was the case, he wanted to make sure that none were mistreated. Usually he brought at least two other friars with him, but this month the two he intended to bring were ill, so he came up by himself. The friars opposed the enslavement of the Indians, except as a temporary punishment, but there was very little they could do and the Navajo, the Apache, and Commanches in particular had been making a nuisance of themselves of late, raiding not only Santa Fe but also the surrounding Pueblos. The best the friars could do under these conditions was to see to it that slavery really was a salutary discipline. They would baptize the slaves as they were purchased, in order to insure that they had the rights of Christians, taking careful note of who purchased which slaves, and would intervene with the Governor on behalf of slaves who claimed maltreatment –though relations with the Governor had been deteriorating rapidly of late, and the friars had been unable to protect even the Tewa and the Keres, much less the nomadic tribes. 

As he strolled through the market, Padre Antonio would smile at and try to comfort the slaves, explaining that they were now in the care of Holy Mother Church and that if they accepted the gospel and obeyed their masters all would be well with them. Most, however, did not speak Spanish or Keres, the only one of the Pueblo languages he had really mastered. One of the women, however, hearing his patronizing little lecture, looked up at him defiantly and said, in the elegant Castilian of a lady:

--You mean to say that now we are in the hands of the Inquisition, and will be compelled under pain of the most hideous torture to do your will …

Her eyes caught his and he was overwhelmed with a mysterious feeling of recognition as though he knew this woman, though it was not, in fact, possible. Her appearance was different than the others –dark and small to be sure, but a mestizo of some sort and not a pure indígena. Her hair had just the slightest hint of brown and just the slightest wave to it and her nose was that of a Jew or a morisco. 

--She’s got quite a tongue this one –been sassing me ever since we caught her out west of Acoma, the slaver announced, sauntering up to the friar.. Traveling alone through the Malpaís –imagine that. I tracked her for more than a day. She had a burro with her, and a big red book, but the animal got away and took the book with it. Just vanished! Speaks more languages than I have ever heard Padre, and after just a couple of weeks she’s chatting away with these Chichimecas here. 

He gestured towards the other women.

--I’d take her for a witch I would. This one here’s gonna burn. Haven’t the faintest idea what I’ll do with her. No one wants a sassy slave. Or even a smart one. Back in Mexico maybe, as a companion to some great lady. But ain’t no one gonna cart her all the way back there.

Padre Antonio’s heart was racing. The young woman fascinated him. He had to learn more. He had to know who she was, how she came to be so bold and so … learned … and why she seemed so familiar. 

--What is your name? he asked her, struggling to appear paternal and superior.

--Sonia, she answered, her tone still defiant.

--And how did you come to be traveling alone in the Malpaís?

--And how did you, Padre, come to be wandering around a slave market on a Saturday morning?

The slaver slapped her.

--No, no, that is OK. Don’t hurt her. 

Padre Antonio felt an idea emerging into consciousness. It was a delicious and dangerous idea and one that he could not allow himself to think without some self-deception. 

--What do you expect me to do Padre? No one will buy her! She has to learn …

Padre Antonio felt discretely in his change purse to see how many pesos he had with him. Ordinarily a slave girl, especially one who was young and attractive, and already able to speak Castilian, brought at least 70 pesos. But this problem child might be had for a good bit less … He could, of course, take her into custody under suspicion of witchcraft, but that might tie his hands. Redeeming her would send a better, more important message. He could, to be sure, already hear his brother friars in Chapter asking “What are we, Mercederians or Trinitarians that we go around redeeming slaves? And heathens at that?” But he was custodos and he could almost certainly get away with it just this once.

--I will take her, he said. Here is 30 pesos. And if you ask a penny more …

--But Padre, this is most unusual. I have never … You friars do not even own …

--She is unusual. This Kingdom is unusual. And slavery is unusual.

He led the young woman away, thinking at first that he would take her back to the convent himself, and try to get some information out of her on the way, but then thought better of it. It was important not to attract too much attention to his … experiment. Instead, he led her to the vegetable market and handed her over to one of the older Indian women who was providing labor service to the convent that week, and instructed her to take the woman back to the convent with her after she was done at the market. She was to be provided lodging in the servants’ quarters with the other women doing service for the convent. He then continued with his business in Santa Fe –checking in with the curate, whom he instructed to raise with the Governor one more time the issue of the unjust burdens the colonists were imposing on the Indians, and then returned home to Santo Domingo late in the afternoon. 

***

Padre Antonio had been reluctant to accept his assignment in Nuevo Mexico. He believed that he ought long ago to have been elected Provincial Superior, or even elevated to the episcopacy and been given charge of a diocese. But perhaps this was, at long last, the opportunity which would make him. Twelve of the most dedicated young friars, an Indian population which seemed by nature far more disposed to accepting the Gospel than the brutal Aztecs and, above all, sufficient distance between him and those who unjustly claimed authority over him. Here, perhaps, it would at long last begin –the Third Age of the Holy Spirit prophesied by the Abbot Joachim hundreds of years ago, an age when all things would be held in common and men would be governed not by secular lords interested in nothing but wealth and plunder or secular priests hungry after benefices and ecclesiastical honors, but by a Spiritual Father, a man who (not unlike himself, he thought) was learned in the sacred sciences, but ever humble, one who was ascending the ladder of contemplation and was thus truly fit to lead his charges to God. He would, to be sure, still have to deal with the Governor of this new kingdom, but he had made it quite clear that in his mind the Governor’s only role was to provide military support for the friars if and when they requested it. All authority did, after all, come from God and this meant that it passed through the hands of God’s appointed representatives. While Padre Antonio publicly gave lip service to the place of His Holiness the Pope in this political-theological hierarchy, he himself believed, as did many of his brother Franciscans, that the Spirit had long ago abandoned the secular clergy and now rested with the Order of Friars Minor to which was entrusted the care of souls in this Third Age. 

So much had already been accomplished. Returning home that evening to the ecclesiastical capital of the kingdom, Padre Antonio passed through rich fields of maize and wheat and barley growing along the banks of the Rio Bravo. Just a few years ago orchards of cherries and apricots had been planted in the hills nearby. He could see them flowering in the distance. This year they would, God willing, yield their first crop. He had ordered vines brought from Spain and next year, with any luck, he would plant olives. Most of the Pueblos yielded a decent tribute –decent at least for those who, like friars, held their sensual appetites in check—and all of the convent’s workshops were busy with Indian artisans working on modest adornments for the sanctuary. 

There were, to be sure, some not inconsiderable challenges. Had this not been the case the position of custodos would surely have been offered to a less experienced man. The Indians, especially those in the western part of the Kingdom, showed far more resistance to the Gospel than he had hoped. His predecessor had won their submission by using a combination of Spanish firepower and liturgical theatrics. Now it was his job to help the Indians understand the Gospel to which they had assented and to determine just how best to deal with their persistent backsliding. His dream of besting his Dominican brothers by training the first Indian doctor of theology seemed a distant hope. He recognized among his young students some fine artistic talents; he had yet to notice any who he had realistic hope might master the logic of the Doctor Subtilis. 

The most serious difficulties, however, had to do not with the Indians, but rather with the soldiers who had accompanied the friars to the north, with the sole charge of protecting them, but had now established themselves as hidalgos and encomenderos who claimed the right to unpaid Indian labor. It was quite one thing for him to use Indian labor to carry out public works, building irrigation works and chapels, planting orchards and building schools. These were things which benefited the community as a whole, and the Indians themselves first and foremost. It was quite a different matter for such labor to be appropriated so that a band of mere ruffians could live like feudal lords! To make matters worse there were also reports that many of the soldiers had raped Indian women. Padre Antonio was determined that this New World would not become infected with the ills of the old. Tomorrow, at mass, his curate in Santa Fe would serve notice on the Governor that unless these practices came to an end, he would, in his capacity as Commissary of the Inquisition, open an investigation which could lead to excommunication. He had only to hope that the Governor did not call his bluff. He had, in fact, much to his chagrin, been denied the authority he was claiming by the Dominicans, who controlled the Inquisition in Mexico.  

Still, his mind was occupied more than anything else with Sonia. Who was she? And why did she seem so familiar? As he rode through the fields towards the convent he suddenly became aware of the fact that he owned this woman and could do as he pleased with her. The thought was repugnant but, he had to admit, fascinating. Another human being purely and completely an extension of his will –as he was (or at least as he was striving to become) of God’s. Perhaps slavery could be a salutary discipline after all … especially in the hands of the children of St. Francis, who were themselves the slaves of Christ. Slaves of the slaves of God: already they were on the way to becoming Franciscans.

As quickly as the ideas entered his mind, however, he banished them. They resonated too closely with what his confessors had been telling him for years –that he was actually driven by a lust for power and that he preferred the poor not because they imaged Christ but because they were more easily controlled. No, he told himself, he had not purchased Sonia but rather redeemed her and as soon as he had ascertained that she was not in fact a dangerous heretic or reconverso he would see to her marriage to a man of suitable station there in the kingdom, or even better arrange for her to enter a convent where considerable intellectual gifts could be put to good use. 

* * *

The next several weeks were, in any case, absorbed in the conflict with the Governor, and he had –thankfully-- little time to even think about Sonia. Pedro Luis Bernardo de Peralta y de las Rosas y de Mendizabal had announced when he arrived in Santa Fe that he recognized no authority but that of the king, and that it was his responsibility and his alone to decide what was just and unjust in the kingdom. Citing several papal bulls, including those establishing the real patronato which made the King of Spain the head of the Church as well as of the state, he declared that the friars were first and foremost his ministers, and that they would do his bidding. Their task was to save souls, not to try to establish the kingdom of heaven on earth. Any tribute he levied on the Indians was, he argued, justified because he had to feed the soldiers who protected the northern frontier of New Spain –a protection which he extended to the civilized communities of the Pueblos as well as to the Spanish settlements further south. And it was, in any case, unclear that his economic impositions were any less well received than the padres’ interference in the religious life of the Indians. He made it clear that while he certainly hoped that the Indians would embrace the Gospel, that this was their choice, and that he would tolerate no forced conversions and would protect the religious liberties of the heathens.

It had been this manifesto, issued in the Plaza at Santa Fe when he presented his mandate from the Viceroy, which had been the occasion of Padre Antonio’s warning. Now, it seemed, the Governor had called his bluff, demanding to see his inquisitorial writ, an instrument he had been unable to obtain before coming North to New Mexico, no doubt because the Dominicans who had charge of the Inquisition in Mexico distrusted his zeal. Padre Antonio responded rashly to this challenge, sending a message to his curate at Santa Fe instructing him to begin organizing the populace against the Governor. He knew this was a mistake –there was no reason a group of soldiers and ruffians who lived off slave labor would support him over the Governor, but at this point he had no other choice, or at least none he could bring himself to imagine. 

All through that difficult spring he avoided dealing with la bruja, as the soldiers and the other friars called her. When the friars had objected (as he knew they would) that the redemption of slaves was not part of their order’s mandate, and that this young woman in any case gave no indication of being Christian, he deferred to them, insisting only that hers was a special case, because she was in special danger of maltreatment, and that there was, in any case, a mystery to be solved regarding her identity and origins, as she was clearly not from any of the local Indian communities. This seemed his only alternative, but it created difficulties of its own, once again opening her up to charges of witchcraft –thus her nickname. There was, to be sure, no evidence against her beyond rumors told by the slave traders, which Antonio did everything he could to stifle, but her anomalous status, coupled with her obvious erudition created considerable cognitive dissonance for the friars, and indeed for the whole community. Padre Antonio insisted that he would indeed investigate her case, but only when the struggle with the Governor, which was his first priority, permitted. In the meanwhile she was placed under the authority of the matron who supervised the female servants and assigned a variety of menial tasks. This did not please the young friars who assisted him at Santo Domingo. Frustrated by the struggle with the Governor, they were anxious for a display of ecclesiastical authority. A trial and auto da fe were, they felt, just what the doctor ordered. The soldiers stationed at the mission were even more mystified. As far as they were concerned this young woman meant nothing but trouble and they were mystified that the custodos, who seemed so anxious to throw around his weight in all other matters, was proceeding with what seemed like excessive caution in this case. What was worse was the fact that he allowed her free run of the mission, permitting her to interact with the Indians, employing her (not inconsiderable) healing skills –something which only increased the suspicions of witchcraft. 

Sonia, for her part, kept her word not to try to escape, though she did leave and return several times without either the friars or the soldiers knowing it, seeking minerals and herbs of various kinds which she need to treat illnesses among the villagers and a nasty wound received by one of the soldiers in a firefight with some Navajo raiders, as well as for the alchemical experiments which she carried on in the kitchen with the full complicity of the Keres matron who was her nominal supervisor and who was a younger sister of the cacique there at Santo Domingo. She felt sure that her calling, whatever it was, was here in El Norte at the intersection between what she called the five cultures –castellano, morisco, converso, Pueblo, and Diné. Not more than a week or two after she had arrived at Santo Domingo the burro Esperanza made her way to the pueblo, bearing La Sabiduría as well as a message from her grandmother and from the cacique at Acoma. Esperanza and the other burros were to make the rounds of the various pueblos, carrying encrypted messages, laying the groundwork for the resistance. But Sonia herself was to have nothing to do with this, her grandmother said. A revolt was necessary –the Pueblo communities would never forgive themselves if they did not attempt to resist the Spanish—but it was not the way of the future. The revolt would fail. The immediate future belonged to the Spanish and the to the meztizaje they would create. Only in the far distant future, centuries from now, would the Pueblo communities once again come into their own. Sonia was to devote herself to the collecting and developing the wisdom of the people she was with, to developing some sort of relationship with the Diné, and to finding at least one friar whom she could engage in dialogue –if for nothing else than to collect intelligence, though if possible to sow the seeds of change and ferment in his thinking. Always remember, the old woman wrote, that these men came here believing themselves liberators. There is always the potential for at least some of them to actually become so. 

At first Padre Antonio avoided her. They spoke not at all, only nodding to acknowledge each other’s presence when they passed attending to various chores. Gradually, however, this began to happen far more often than one would have expected, until it became apparent that he was seeking her out. At first he would just nod and watch from a distance. Then he began to approach her, as if to inspect her work. After he a while he began to speak to her, asking her what she was doing, how she was being treated, etc., always maintaining a superior and paternalistic tone. Gradually he began to seek her out as she was performing menial tasks, which he was always careful to see to it she was assigned, telling the matron that it was discipline for her superior attitude. Secretly, however, he relished the thought of humbling what he knew to be a great soul –of demonstrating his authority over her, his capacity to make her do what he willed. Sonia, however, who was used to helping out her Grandmother, never experienced these chores as humiliating. And because of this Antonio experienced little of the satisfaction he found himself seeking –that dark and delicious satisfaction of owning and controlling another human being. Realizing what was happening, he pulled back again, and began avoiding her for a week or so. 

Sonia, in the meanwhile, kept herself informed on the conflict between the custodos and the Governor by means of a network of genízaro slaves who traveled regularly between Santa Fe and Santo Domingo for their masters, occasionally sending Esperanza to discuss the matter with the other burros, all of whom were agreed that matters would end badly for both the governor and the priest. When she informed her grandmother of how things were going, she was told that she needed to intervene, as subtly as possible, to help Antonio learn from the experience and, if it could be done, to keep him from being killed in the upcoming revolt, though this was unlikely. It was, it seemed, she who was to redeem him, for some future role which was at yet unclear. 

Just about this time, Padre Antonio, frustrated in his struggle with the Governor, and even more so in his attempt to experience real mastery over Sonia, decided that that it was time to begin in earnest his investigation of her case. He had no intention of actually trying her, but hoped rather to win her gratitude –and submission—by exonerating her of any charges which might lead to her execution or imprisonment while re-affirming the sentence of penal servitude. And so he sent for Sonia and began a series of private interviews. 

--Clearly you are not from here, nor are you simply an ordinary indígena. Tell me who you are and where you are from. His manner was always kind but firm and paternal.

--I am from Acoma.

She was not lying. That was indeed where she had lived before her capture. 

--How do you come to speak Castellano?

--There have been Spaniards in this region for many years. How could I not?

--How do you have such great knowledge? Are you a bruja?

--Surely you know that the people of this place possess great wisdom. Why should it surprise you to find a young woman who, though still an apprentice, has learned much?

Padre Antonio became increasingly exasperated.

--You must tell me the whole truth. Your life depends on it. Unless I can show that you are not a bruja, I will have no choice but to try you.

--I can say no more.

--Then I will have no choice to but have you disciplined. 

Padre Antonio called for the matron, but then thought better of it, realizing that the two were friends and that the matron would be unlikely to inflict any real pain. At the same time he dared not discipline the girl himself. Instead he sent Sonia with a note to the superior of the small community of women who had joined the friars last year, explaining that the girl had been disrespectful to him and should be disciplined. 

Sonia took the note and looked up at the priest, seizing his eyes with hers:

--You won’t win this, you know. It is quite impossible for one human being to fully dominate another. Even God asks not of us not submission of the will, but rather assent of the intellect from which willing the Good follows necessarily.

The priest couldn’t help but say to himself “What is she? A Dominican of some kind?” 

She took the note to the superior of the women’s community, a certain Sor Clara, who was certainly no more than thirty, and who she had met on occasion while going about her chores. The woman wore a long, blue habit which must have been terribly uncomfortable, but had a soft, gentle face. She handed the note over the sister’s large oak desk. 

--A bit of a problem with pride, I see. It is little wonder, given your reputation. The sisters say you know more than any of them, and probably more than any of the priests. How old are you, girl?

--Twenty, ma’am. 

--Still not too old to be a novice! Have you ever considered it?

--No, ma’am. I am not …

--Christian, I know. If only you would yield to the Gospel …In any case, we have other matters to attend to now. You will, of course, be chastised, though only lightly since this is the first time you have been sent to me. 

--Now lift up your skirts and kneel sideways on this chair, bending over my desk. Concentrate on what you have done wrong and the punishment will have greater effect.

Instead Sonia concentrated on the large aspen switch that Sor Clara was holding. It was quite supple and had been soaking in water. Nonetheless, as Sor Clara brought it down on Sonia’s behind, it cracked, just as if it had been an old dry branch. Sor Clara startled in amazement and chose another. The same thing happened with that one and with the third. 

--Perhaps you really are a bruja, like they say!

Sonia was cautious to avoid further exploration of this inference. 

----I am sorry Sister. That always used to happen when my grandmother tried to discipline me as well. 

--I will just use my hand.

When the nun’s hand came down on her it felt as if it had instead landed on pure iron. 

--What the …! You are a witch! I can assure you that Padre Antonio …

Sonia got up, adjusted her clothing, and handed Sor Clara the three switches.

--Give it a try. Here is your evidence.

The switches were whole and unbroken, as if they had just been cut. 

--Well, the nun said, be on your way now. She was clearly terrified. 

Sonia had already left.

***

Sonia’s interview with Padre Antonio was repeated three times, nearly verbatim, though the priest was becoming visibly more frustrated at her resistance. Each time he sent her away to be “disciplined,” and each time (after the first) Sor Clara talked briefly with Sonia and then dismissed her, fearing a repeat of her first experience. Having failed once again to gain compliance, Padre Antonio fell into a period of deep remorse, increasing his self-discipline so that every night his cell was left splattered with blood. Even so he could not free himself from what he now admitted was a full-blown lust for complete possession of the girl. This drive was only increased by reports from his curate in Santa Fe that the Governor was becoming increasingly bold and that there was little or no support for the Custodos among the settler population, who thought themselves great hildagos –though there was some suggestion that the genízaro slaves might lend a hand. 

It was at this point that one of the young friars led a donkey into the yard outside his office, bearing an immense volume bound in red leather and decorated in gold. 

--I found this animal wandering in the fields. It seems to be carrying a book of some kind.

Antonio took the book, knowing full well that it was the volume the soldiers had seen when they first captured Sonia (but not realizing that it had been back in her possession for a while, and that it was she who had sent it to him). He hurriedly dismissed the friars and then retreated into his study to examine the book.

What he found amazed him. The work, which claimed as its authors simply “some servants of the people of Israel,” began with an account of the wisdom of the Jews and the Greeks. It continued with summaries of various Christian and Islamic doctrines, and then proceeded to expound the doctrines of the peoples of the East and those of the Americas. As he read, Padre Antonio found himself quite literally absorbed into the text. It was if he was there with the author in his kabalistic circles at Granada, in his Yeshiva, in the market with … a young dark haired woman. It was if he was there with him in his journey East, in Jerusalem, Baghdad, Bukhara Llasha, Beijing, Pagan, and Goa. It was if he was there with him, and then his daughter, and his daughter’s daughter in New Spain and on the journey al Norte. 

He closed the book and, concealing it in his robes, headed out towards the orchards to pray. It was a brilliant spring day. The acquecias were full with the run off from the winter’s snow and the fields all around him were green with wheat and barley and maize. Up ahead the orchards were just past full bloom, and the air was thick with their perfume. Beyond that the forest road led up into the mountains to his secret retreat. As he was walking along the edge of the fields, just below the point where the orchards began, he heard a rustling sound, as if someone was off in the fields, just out of sight. Ordinarily he would have ignored the sound, assuming it was simply one of the Indians planting or weeding, but he was a bit skittish because of the book, and so he paused to investigate. Much to his embarrassment he found a woman crouching behind a tree, her face concealed, relieving herself  He assumed it was just one of the indígenas and continued on.

There was silence for a while and then the rustling sound returned. This time it followed him, and then stopped. This happened several times until he reached the edge of the forest, where the orchards gave way to piñon and ponderosa pines. Then, all at once, there was Sonia walking next to him. 

--You have the book. Listen to its wisdom. 

--Who are you? I am asking you now –not commanding, but asking-- you to tell me. 

--I am here to help. I am the daughter and granddaughter and great-grand-daughter, both by blood and by spirit, of those who made that book, and I make it still. Please, listen. 

--Listen? It is you who have refused to speak. 

Sonia looked at him with disapproval.

--You know full well that speaking in response to your commands would do you no good. But if you will listen, I can teach you.

--You teach me? I am Sacrae Theologiae Doctoris from the Universidad de Salamanca …

Her expression of disapproval intensified.

Sonia sat down on the truck of fallen tree. She set her hand down next to her, as if to invite him to sit beside her. 

--You are a brilliant but troubled soul, Antonio. 

He was startled by the fact that she addressed him in the familiar, by his first name. He started to rebuke her but again her face seized his eyes and he relented.

--And it is precisely your gospel which has you trapped. I know that you burn with a hatred for injustice, but you come here preaching to the Indians a gospel of submission. If you want to protect the Indians against the Spanish, then why not just arm them? Or is your rage against the Spanish more because they won’t acknowledge you as their superior than because they abuse the Indians?

By this point he was sitting beside her, her hand on his shoulder. 

--But I am their superior!!! Pride and anger welled up in him. He rose, towering over her, then her face seized him and he relented. She laughed. She wanted to tell him that he was an infant, but she knew that this was also an exaggeration and thought better of it. 

--Yes, probably. You are learned and have certainly progressed beyond the point of raiding and brawling and taking slaves for sport –though I think the past few weeks have shown us that you have not come as far beyond that as you would like to think. And you are not wise and you are not beyond wanting others in your power merely for the pleasure of controlling them. 

She stroked his hair. He started to pull away but then yielded.

--And just why is the gospel a trap? Let us suppose for a minute that you are correct in your diagnosis of my sins. (He knew in his heart that she was). It seems to me you are doing nothing but teaching me a Gospel I have not yet learned well enough. Perhaps you are more Christian than you seem. You remind me of my novice master lecturing me about my pride and lust for power. 

He smiled in spite of himself.

--Do I? How many of them made you actually feel contrite and humble? No, they did to you the same thing you are now doing to the Indians and to the Spanish –preaching poverty and humility in order to build their own power. I make you feel contrite and humble because you see my beauty and sense my wisdom and because, when I call you to account I do not threaten or intimidate, but rather leave you free to make the choice. I didn’t call you before me as before a judge on a throne, but rather crouching beside a tree, as human as you are, and as vulnerable, more than ready to admit my own sins and my own weaknesses. 

--So you are a good director and they were bad ... 

--Your gospel makes pain and weakness virtues, as though it is in suffering itself that we meet God. This is a grave error. It is true that in running up against our limits we meet a Strength and a Wisdom greater than our own. But God is in what is Good and True and Beautiful, in what is One and Whole, not in brokenness and suffering. You know this. You really are in love with God. Even your love affair with yourself is an expression of that. That is why you correctly believe yourself better than the Governor and your own religious “superiors.” The problem is that you have not let yourself follow your love of Beauty. If you had then you would see what is good in the traditions of the Indians and learn from them even as you shared your own knowledge. And you would be so overcome with the Beauty of God that you would naturally feel the humility you have struggled for and failed to achieve. Instead you have chosen the way of humiliation –of yourself and others. 

--And the Spanish? The Governor? How should I treat them?

Sonia looked down, aware that she had been over-reaching a bit. Then she looked him in the eyes.

--I’m sorry. I don’t mean to suggest that I have all the answers. If I did I would still be at Acoma, advising the Indians, rather than here with you, risking execution as a witch, searching for another solution. 

--Here, take your book and go. I would release your animals as well, but it would attract too much attention. It is the best way. 

--I cannot. It is not by accident that I was brought here. I am meant to be a problem for you. And a help.

She smiled and kissed him on the forehead, and then rose and turned back towards the mission. 

Antonio wandered high up into the mountains. Then, stopping to rest, he fell into a restless sleep. His dreams, not surprisingly, were of Sonia --but of another Sonia in another time. The images were confused –or at least they had become so when he awakened—but he could make out a city. Was it Spain, or somewhere else in the Mediterranean? Italy perhaps, or Sicily? He was, as he was now, a Friar Minor, but he was not a great lord, but rather a confessor for prisoners –for those about to be executed. And Sonia? Was she one of the prisoners? He only knows that he had memories of long conversations with her in a dank cell and then of a beautiful autumn day when he fell worse than he ever had before or since. And when he resolved that this would never happen again. 

When his manservant and two soldiers found him, unconscious and far off the forest road, three days had passed. It took him fully four weeks to return to full health. Given the fact that La Sabiduría was in his possession when he was found, it was merely taken for granted that he had been the victim of witchcraft of some kind. But such suspicions always compromise the victim as well. His vicar –an older man with many years of service to the Inquisition-- ordered Sonia confined to her cell, with two soldiers posted as guards at all times. He appointed a commission, with himself as chair, to investigate her case and to study La Sabiduría in detail. A trial was set for the end of June. 

The vicar’s security measures were at most an inconvenience for Sonia, who found herself constrained to use astral projection techniques which she had not yet fully mastered, to use the services of Indian assistants who were not yet fully trained and, on a few occasions at least when she craved the open sky, to venture out under the form of a cat. She appeared often to Antonio. Often she was just there with him, stroking his hair and smiling. As he gained strength, however, she would counsel him, urging him to avoid an open confrontation with the Governor. It would be better, she insisted, just to apply subtle pressure and to try to buy her time to help them strengthen their magical defenses. A frontal assault would end in disaster –for the Indians, who would merely suffer increased repression, and for him, as he would descend deeper into his arrogant madness. 

Antonio wanted none of this. Taken though he was with Sonia, he had convinced himself that she was, in fact, a very wise Jewess who would soon see the truth of the Gospel and would blossom into the wise spiritual director she clearly had it in her to be. He even had fantasies of her founding a community of women religious here, among the Indians. She would be Clare to his Francis. But she did not understand politics and he was not going to let her criticisms of his character, however just, seduce him into going soft on a ruthlessly oppressive Governor. Besides, a bold confrontation with the Governor was the only way for him to reassert his authority and rebuild the political capital he needed in order to affect the outcome of Sonia’s case. And it was this concern which, increasingly, consumed him. 

--What will happen to you? To us? he asked.

She smiled.

--You are not ready to hear that yet. 

Ever so subtly, as the days passed and Antonio grew stronger, their encounters changed. When she would touch him and stroke his hair he felt a pleasure unlike any he had ever known before in a place –or rather at a level—he had not know was possible. At first he thought that it was merely a long repressed sexuality reasserting itself, but this was different –physical but more than that. When their eyes met he felt not only known and loved but changed somehow. It was as if they were joined through all their senses, but at an octave higher than he had thought humanly possible. But as his strength returned his pride reasserted itself and he pulled back.

The conflict with the Governor had, meanwhile, escalated. The genízaro slave population had increased by one third just that Spring and the Pueblos were complaining that forced labor levies were interfering with the Spring planting. There were even rumors that Indians from Santo Domingo would be requisitioned before the start of summer. On resuming his duties Padre Antonio resolved that it was time to act, and on the Feast of the Holy Trinity he rode up to Santa Fe with several of his friars and a retinue of Christianized Indians. Arriving just before Mass was to begin, he went up to the front of the Church and read a writ of excommunication, accusing him of violating the Laws of the Indies, which prohibited the enslavement of the Indians, of imposing unjust tributes and labor levies on the Pueblos, and of failure to recognize him, the ecclesiastical lord of the Kingdom, as his superior in all things and the font through which all authority flowed. Anyone who supported the Governor was, he said, similarly excommunicate. He then went up to the Governor, yanked him out of his chair and, picking up the chair, flung it out in to the street. The genízaros and Christianized Pueblos cheered, but when a group of soldiers appeared with their rifles at the ready, they withdrew. Then Padre Antonio went up to them one by one and disarmed them. He ordered the Governor stripped naked and placed in chains. After celebrating Mass with him in this condition, he placed him on a donkey sidesaddle like a woman and carted him back to Santo Domingo for trial. Santa Fe he left in the charge of a very devout and zealous young lieutenant that his curate had been cultivating for some time. 

This bold action restored somewhat Padre Antonio’s standing among his friars, but rumors –no doubt fueled by his vicar—continued to circulate that he was going soft on heathenism and that he may even have been involved in an impropriety of some kind with Sonia in the days before his brief disappearance. An opportunity soon presented itself for him to put an end to these rumors by acting firmly against a group of Indian apostates. Late one afternoon in early June two young friars and a group of five soldiers entered his study with two Indians –the cacique and the leader of one of the religious societies there at Santo Domingo—who had been caught entering one of the now closed kivas to celebrate secret ceremonies. Putting all thought of Sonia out of his mind he investigated the case as he would have before her arrival –consulting witnesses, interrogating the accused—and, when he was satisfied that they were in fact guilty as charged, ordered them taken out and flogged, and then condemned to ten years penal servitude. 

The punishment was executed in the plaza in front of the mission church, before the assembled community, Indians and Spanish alike. There was a procession, with hymns and incense. Padre Antonio gave a long sermon against the dangers of heathenism, stressing that only the Gospel of the crucified Christ would save humanity from greed and oppression. The two men were then brought forwards. The younger man was punished first and, though shaken, seemed none the worse for the experience. This must have enraged the soldier administering the punishment, because, after he had bent the cacique over a sawhorse and bound his hands and his feet, he went at him with a fierceness and cruelty which the younger man had been spared. Padre Antonio moved to halt the punishment but then the soldiers began jeering. 

--Going soft on the heathens are you? Under the thumb of your little girlfriend?

The lieutenant ordered the jeering soldiers to their quarters, but Antonio withdrew and the punishment continued with only a little less cruelty. Now the cacique was very old, and after the seventeenth blow his body slumped. Two young friars rushed forward to examine him, but he was dead. 

The Indians were, not surprisingly, apoplectic, demanding that the soldier administering the punishment be tried for murder. This was, of course, quite impossible. Padre Antonio had him quietly transferred to Santa Fe, telling the Indians that he would be tried there and (foolishly) hoping they did not find out that he had lied. 

Throughout this period the tone Sonia’s visits changed. She still came and stroked his hair as he lay in his bed, but her tone was now one of disappointment and disapproval. 

--I had hoped for more from you, she said. I thought you were beginning to see.

--See what? That I should allow the Governor to run roughshod over the rights of the Indians? To ruin our plans to begin building here, at long last, the reign of God on earth?

--God’s reign or yours?

--I am God’s vicar in this place.

--You, and not the caciques of these villages? 

--They teach the people to worship false gods.

--You don’t believe that. 

And of course he didn’t. He was sophisticated enough to know that all religious symbols were simply attempts on the part of the imaginative faculty to represent something which even the human intellect –nay even the angelic intellect—could not comprehend. The many different gods worshiped by the various peoples of the world were simply an attempt to grasp imaginatively the various aspects of the one true God. His own, Catholic tradition did the same thing with its saints, many of whom, he knew, were lightly Christianized versions of various pagan deities. Indeed, it was just precisely that result which he hoped for here, in the Kingdom of New Mexico. The Sun God would be recognized as Jesus, Sussistinako as Anna, Iatiku as Mary, and the various katchinas as saints of various kinds, just as had happened in Mexico etc. But why was this change so important? Why was it so essential that they recognize the supremacy of the cross?

--No, I suppose I don’t believe that. But I do believe that the intelligible content of each religion is different, and while I find little in the religion of the Keres or Tewa which is offensive, they do not know Christ, and thus do not know the redeeming power of self-sacrificial love, which is the only thing which can lead to eternal life.

--Is that what you were practicing the other day when you had the cacique beaten to death? Is that what your vicar will be practicing when he tries me next week for witchcraft? And what is so uniquely powerful about self-sacrificial love anyway? I admit there are times when it is called for –when devotion to a higher value requires us to give up something we love dearly –even our lives. But it is the Good and the True and the Beautiful which redeem by drawing us out of ourselves, luring us to become more than we are and yes, even, if necessary to sacrifice what we are for what humanity might become. 

He was on thin ground now because Sonia’s formulation was very close to that of at least some of his Franciscan brothers, who stressed the beauty of God in the created order. He had to try a different tack. Her gaze made him intensely aware of the fact that he was being opportunistic. 

--But Jesus represents to us, as no other symbol does, God’s choice of, and identification with the poor. It is under his banner alone that we can at long last defeat the millennia-old rule of wealth and power, and build a world where God’s holy poor can truly come into their own.

--I agree that the poor are, taken as a whole, much closer to God than the rich. But I ask you why? Is it their poverty which brings them closer to God? Or is it their closeness to God which has left them poor? These poor at least chose to be born here so that they could preserve the pattern set down for them by Sussistinako without the distractions of wealth and power. That is not to say that is right for them to be exploited by the Spanish. On the contrary, you can see for yourself that they resist. But the “banner of Christ” as you call it only legitimates Spanish rule. Apart from the cover you give them, Spanish settlers have no way to legitimate their presence here. You can say all you want to that they are here to protect you from Diné and Apache raiders, but the reality is that you are here to protect them. The banner of Christ is simply your warrant to rule, here as it was in Spain, just as the seal of the prophet was for the Moors before you. 

He knew she was right, but everything he was made it impossible for him to acknowledge that. She knew this, and it made her sad. She returned to her cell to await what was to come which was now, largely, in any case, out of their hands. 

The next day, however, Antonio had an idea. He would try the Governor at the same time that Sonia was being tried, and endeavor to shift as much attention as possible to the Governor’s case. Sonia warned him against this, pointing out that he did not in fact have a commission from the Inquisition, and that if he had the Governor shipped to Mexico City for trial there was still a chance that his claim would be overlooked as bravado, but that if he tried the Governor here, he would undoubtedly ask to see the commission during the very first act of the trial. Antonio would be then be forced either to yield in public, or to openly defy his ecclesiastical superiors. Antonio, however, had a third alternative in mind. 

The trials opened on successive days. Unable to try Sonia himself, the Custodos reminded everyone that he did, nonetheless, constitute the highest court of appeal in the ecclesiastical province, and sat in on the proceedings in that capacity. The evidence against her, was, in fact, quite thin. Charged with witchcraft and with being a reconverso, or secret Jew, she plead not guilty to both counts. The Vicar introduced into evidence the whole of La Sabiduría which did, to be sure, contain numerous magical incantations and alchemical formulae and religious rituals from all over the planet as well as the philosophical and religious teachings which lay behind them. Who except a witch would possess such a thing, he argued? Who had ever heard of a woman outside a convent –or even within one who had such learning, unless she was a witch? No witnesses could be produced, however, showing that she had performed any of rituals contained within the book. On the contrary, while she showed an extraordinary knowledge of herbs and of medicine, her profile seemed more that of a physician anything else. She was, she claimed, a simple scholar, intend on preserving the wisdom of the nations –an unusual calling for a woman, especially for one outside of a religious order but not strictly forbidden. As for the charge that she was a secret Jew, she admitted freely that her Grandfather had, in fact, been burned as a reconverso, but she was able to produce a certificate of baptism and pointed out that by birth she was not, in fact, even a part of the people of Israel, but rather a mestiza and an adopted member of Acoma pueblo. She confessed that she often had doubts about various doctrines, which seemed too profound for her intellect, at any rate, to comprehend, but for precisely this reason she never taught anything publicly. Failure to attend regularly to the sacraments might be cause for reproach, but it hardly made her a reconverso.

The strength of her defense mattered not at all. The panel appointed by the vicar agreed that she was not, strictly speaking, a reconverso, but convicted her of witchcraft and sentenced her to die by strangulation (in consideration for her services as a healer during her time at the mission), and for her body to be hung for three days, then publicly burned. Sentence was to be carried out at the end of the week.

The Governor’s trial was far more dramatic. The Custodos presided over the proceedings himself and informed those assembled that he was acting not as commissary of the Inquisition but rather as Vicar of Christ and sole lord of the Kingdom of New Mexico. He read a long manifesto to the effect that he was, in effect dissolving here and now the people’s bonds with their sovereign, the King of Spain and the Holy Roman Emperor, and establishing within the realm the direct rule of God. Henceforth all authority would be vested directly in the Order of Friars Minor, the Spirit having deserted the secular clergy and resting with the children of St. Francis instead. All soldiers were placed under his direct authority. Slavery and private property, as well as forced labor and tributes of all kind were abolished. A council of the caciques would be convened to assess taxes sufficient to support the missions and a small garrison. 

He then read the charges against the Governor: usurping authority which rightly belonged to the Order, cruel and unjust oppression of the Indian community, enslavement, and possession of private property, which he declared to be contrary to divine law. 

Those assembled –even the young friars who shared his Spiritualist leanings—were shocked. But given the charges, and the principles set forth in his manifesto, evidence to support his claims against the Governor were easy to come by. Within a matter of minutes the Governor had been found guilty and, much to the surprise of those assembled, who expected a penalty of death, sentenced to “penal servitude in perpetuity.” He then vacated the verdict against Sonia and ordered her set free. He had the Governor set naked and side-saddle and in chains and marched to Santa Fe, where he read his manifesto in the main square, to the cheers of the genízaro slaves.

No sooner had he finished his manifesto, however, than a line of soldiers formed and ordered the crowd to disperse. When they refused, and began hurling stones at the soldiers and threatening them with hoes and pitchforks, the soldiers fired, killing seventeen people. The rest fled in confusion. 

--What happened to Padre Antonio? Roberto asked.

--And to Sonia? The girls joined in.

--Padre Antonio was wounded badly, but he escaped. Several genízaro men carried him off to a hiding place they had built in the mountains. One of them was a hatathli, a Diné medicine man, who nursed him back to health. Sonia escaped from her cell, turning herself into a small, dark brown cat and relying on the assistance of the Matron who supplied her with a large meal of smoked trout before she set off to find Antonio. This took some time as the genízaros kept moving him and she was unable to use her astral projection techniques while in a cat’s body. 

--Did they live happily ever after? Asked Fe.

--What happened to the Governor? Asked Roberto?

--What happened to the Indians and the genízaro slaves? asked Esperanza.

--And the book? Asked Caridad.

Little Estrella jumped down off of her uncle’s lap and marched herself off the corner. When everyone looked at her she said:

--I know I am going to get sent here anyway after I say what I have to say. And I could do without the nalgadas.

--Can you say what you want to respectfully? asked her grandmother, who had returned with a plate of tamales.

--Nope, said Estrella, folding her arms and turning to face the corner. 

--The Governor was removed, but a new one was appointed who was nearly as bad, the old woman said. The Indians, both those of the Pueblo communities and the nomadic tribes continued to be abused. As for Antonio and Sonia and La Sabiduría …

Just then she heard her daughter’s SUV pulling into the driveway. Little Estrella sighed and left the corner in disgust, as if it would have been better to stand there if only she could hear more of her Grandmother’s stories than it was to go home to White Rock. 

… they will have to wait for another time, the old woman said. Now, I need to finish getting ready for dinner. Tomás, do you have the pozole ready …
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