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Chapter Eight


Religion and Politics in Mexico

--and a Conjecture Regarding Latin Secularism

“La oposicón Estado-Iglesia es constante, la contradicción su forma de existencia.”




---Rubén Lau Rojo, Rector de la Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez
The French Thomist Etienne Gilson (Gilson 1958) once wrote that the resolution of the problem of the relationship between Church and State depends on the simultaneous resolution of a whole complex of related problems: the relationship between reason and revelation, nature and grace. This philosophical claim has a sociological corollary: to understand the way in which a people resolves the question of Church and State is to understand it radically, almost metaphysically. It is to penetrate the most profound mysteries of its collective consciousness.

It was with the hope of acquiring just such an understanding of Mexican culture that I had come to Ciudad Juarez in the Autumn of 1996. I had worked for many years in Latino, and especially Mexican and Mexican American communities in the United States, primarily in Dallas and Chicago. I had been drawn there, like many on the Catholic left, by the expectation that it might be possible to reproduce in Mexican communities in the United States something like the experience of the Iglesia Popular  in Latin America, which built on popular religious ideologies and solidarities through action and reflection to construct a mass movement which, for a time at least, had mounted a real challenge to the market order. What I found was very different.  Church based political action did not come naturally at all to Mexican immigrants, and while my organizing work in Dallas in particular was very successful, it found its core constituency among older Mexican Americans and proceeded along something more like a traditional Catholic Action model, albeit with somewhat more radical political content, pulling what was actually a rather conservative segment of the population to the left. Indeed, the faction of the Mexican American Democrats in Dallas which had been most closely aligned with my work eventually (much to my dismay) established a collaborative relationship with the (right-wing) Social Christian Partido de Acción Nacional or PAN, while the more traditionally radical faction aligned with the historically secularist (and increasingly evangelical) Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI).   This is not to say that Mexican immigrants, when they did move politically, eschewed all religious symbolism. On the contrary, the banner of La Morenita was everywhere to be seen.  It is just that the organizing proceeded outside the framework of official ecclesiastical structures. I wanted desperately to understand this dynamic, in part so that I could organize more effectively what I continue to believe is one of the most important constituencies for social justice in North America.

Mexico generally, and la frontera in particular, were of political interest for other, more global reasons, as well. A comparative historical study of socialist movements had convinced me that the most important reason for the crisis of socialism had been the failure of dialectical materialism to supply an adequate metaphysical foundation for socialist ethics and thus for the critique of the market order. Mexico offered me an example of an at least semi-socialist --and radically anticlerical-- system disintegrating under the pressure of the global market and global neoliberalism. And where better to watch this process at work --and identify potential dynamics of resistance-- than in El Paso/Juarez, the largest metropolis located on an international border anywhere in the world, and largely a creature of global free trade. 

But I had more personal motives --religious and theoretical-- as well. I come from a Sicilian background and I recognized in the combination of anticlericalism and popular devotionalism which characterized many of the Mexican men I knew an outlook not too different from that of my grandfather. And as I studied the comparative history of Church/State relations, of course, I learned that the Mexican experience had much in common with that of Italy and the other Latin countries. I had also become convinced that existing treatments of what is usually called the “Latin” model of secularization left a great deal to be desired.  Specifically, they seemed to miss a deeply rooted religiosity which lay hidden behind the radical secularism, something which my autodidact grandfather and the Sicilian and Southern Italian socialists I had interviewed for my dissertation shared with Dallas community center director Josephine Torres, a close collaborator between 1998 and 1991 who did not understand why there was resistance when she wanted to establish a shrine to La Morenita at her community center, using public funds from the city Department of Cultural Affairs. “It doesn’t have anything to do with the Church,” she told me, “it has to do with the people, the community.” A similar current of religiosity seemed to me to run through the thought of political secularists in the high tradition, such as Durkheim, Mazzini, and Vasconcelos.

Imagine therefore my dismay when, having recently arrived in Juarez, I conducted my first interview with Padre Hesiquio Treviño, a priest of the Diocese of Ciudad Juarez and the official responsible for Church/State relations, and was told that, as a foreigner, this mystery was closed to me --that it was something that Mexicans themselves understood only connaturally, by living it, with an understanding which does not rise to concepts and cannot be expressed in words! 

My task was complicated by the ambiguity of my situation. I had been invited to teach and conduct research for the year at the Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez, an institution with a reputation as a center of radical secularism.  Indeed, the university’s motto, “Para una vita cientifica, para una ciencia vital,” may date back to the cientificos, the positivistic reformers who broke the back of the Mexican Church in the nineteenth century. The party in power at the university was composed of ex-Maoists from the Espartaco trend who had made their peace with the PRI, and whose leader, I had been told, a certain del Vilar, was Subsecretario de Gobernación in charge of “political repression.” The university’s senior Professor of Philosophy, Federico Ferro Gay, was an Italian Marxist of extremely secularist opinions whose work focused on the pre-Socratics and the Sophists, whom he regarded as the vanguard of an incipient if ultimately unsuccessful bourgeois revolution in Greece --an analysis not unlike my own except that he regarded the Sophists as progressive and rejected the whole Socratic tradition as a project of reactionary landed elites. I, on the other hand, regard the sophists as part of a bourgeois strategy to ideologially disarm the working classes by undermining the metaphysical and moral foundations of any possible critique of the market order. The Socratic tradition represents an attempt to restore these foundations and thus to resist the market order. As if to intensify the possibility for tension, it was one of this gentleman’s many portfolios that I was given, being named Profesor Titular de Sociología de la Religión, with the aim of introducing an authentically sociological approach into what had hitherto been essentially a course in world religions. 

It would not be unreasonable, at this point, for the reader to ask how I came to be invited to a school like this in the first place. The answer, it turns out, is itself illuminating. While in Dallas I had met a researcher by the name of Rodolfo Rincones who worked for the Dallas Independent School District. Rodolfo, like many of the people I later met in Juarez, combined a secular public profile with a profound interest in religious questions. Indeed, while our early collaboration centered on school finance and education reform, it was his interest in religion which actually drove the relationship. When Rodolfo returned to El Paso to be closer to his family and that of his wife, and to take a position with the school district there where he eventually became Director of Research, he renewed a long standing relationship with the university, and arranged an invitation for me to teach a few special seminars, and eventually a visiting faculty appointment. The discussions which led up to this appointment were interesting to say the least. Rodolfo was aware of our struggle with Opus Dei in Dallas, and had passed this story on to the university authorities, who were fascinated. Juarez, in turns out, is one of the major centers of PAN and of the Catholic right in Mexico generally. At least a few of my patrons seemed as interested in gathering intelligence regarding the political activities of various religious organizations as they were in opening up a program of basic research in the sociology of religion. Of particular concern was a rumored attempt to establish a Catholic university which might compete with UACJ. As my interviewers gradually formed a more accurate picture of my work, however, they seemed increasingly reluctant to approve my appointment. They did not understand how a layman could hold a degree from a theological faculty, and while the ban on university appointments for clergy had been abandoned with the thaw in Church/State relations a few years earlier, they were still reluctant to appoint anyone stained with the taint of clericalism. That I was clearly a leftist Catholic did not really matter. There had been a strong Catholic left on the campus in the early and mid 1980s, which had attracted the attention of the authorities, and the administration did not want a repeat performance. Thus the interrogation to which I was subjected, during which I had, in effect, to swear that I was not and never had been either a cleric or a member of a religious order. 

My original intention had been to conduct an in-depth interview study with a broad cross-section of the population, probing deeply into socioreligious and political-theological outlooks, using the very able students in the licenciatura en sociología as interviewers. It very soon became apparent, however, that this was not going to be possible. My association with the secularist UACJ made it nearly impossible to obtain, much less effectively conduct, in-depth interviews with those who identified themselves as strongly Catholic.  One might just as well have sent an open representative of the KGB to conduct interviews regarding US military strategy at the Pentagon or regarding new developments in weapons technology at Los Alamos. Matters were made still worse when, shortly after I arrived, the Cardinal Archbishop of Mexico City delivered a sermon defending the traditional Catholic claim that positive laws which conflict with natural law are invalid. The Subsecretario de Gobernación para Asuntos Religiosos threatened to fine him and to revoke the charter for the archdiocese. The best I could get were a few cryptic, if revealing pronouncements like the one from Hesiquio Treviño which I cited above.

Interviews in the secular area were no easier. My continuing if uneasy ties with the Catholic Church rendered me suspect. In the wake of the controversy over the Cardinal’s sermon, several key administrators gave rousing anticlerical speeches. While my patrons at the university assured me that they could procure a meeting for me with the Subsecretario and his local counterparts, they never followed through. My own letters brought offers of access to archives but no prospects of an interview. 

Of particular interest, however, was the resistance I met from my own students when I began training them to conduct interviews for the project. It must be said to begin with that these students --in the last year of their undergraduate training in sociology-- were far superior to any I have taught at a comparable level in the United States.  Mexican students graduate from the preparatorias with a liberal arts education which, while it falls short of that available in the best liberal arts colleges in the United States, is far superior to anything high schools here even attempt, and probably matches the transfer programs at the very best community colleges or the general education portion of the curriculum at a comprehensive liberal arts college or state university. Thus the use of the term Bachillerato for the credential they receive on graduating. When they come to the university they then devote themselves almost exclusively to their field of concentration, which means that by the final year of the licenciatura they are roughly at the level of second year graduate students in the US. These students were, furthermore, powerfully attracted to the sociology of religion, which offered them a way to engage questions which were deeply important to them, but which had been tabooed by both the Church and the secular State. They would have done nearly anything I asked. But they would not do in-depth interviews on socioreligious questions  --or rather they did them, but remained at such a superficial level as to render the results largely useless. In particular, they did not even make an effort to probe network relationships or deeply held personal convictions. When I challenged them, they insisted that these were not things one discusses openly with strangers. Eventually their leader, a very intelligent woman who herself had some history on the Catholic left and who was already at age 23 a district coordinator for the center-left Partido Revolucionario Democratic (PRD), took me aside and gave me a rather stern lecture, suggesting that I try to find a different way to proceed.

It was at just about this point, when it seemed my research simply wasn’t going to move forward, that things took a new and still more unusual turn. First, the student in question sketched out for me a little bit of the history of the university, including the fact that there had been a strong Catholic left there in the 1980s, of which the authorities were more than a little suspicious. Second, she and others began to drop hints that at least some of the university’s anticlerical stalwarts occasionally taught philosophy at the archdiocesan seminary --apparently living divided lives. Senior graduate students and junior faculty began coming to my office for informal discussions of religious matters --mostly tentative explorations of what seems to have been for them a largely taboo subject matter. Suddenly a whole religious undercurrent came alive. What was going on?

It was at this point that I remembered Hesiquio Treviño’s claim that Mexican Church/State relations could be understood only connaturally, by living them, and Rubén Lau’s suggestion, recorded in the inscription to this article, that this relationship is one of contradiction, an internal relatedness such that neither party to the conflict can be defined or indeed even exist apart from the other.  What was happening was that I was living the contradiction which is Mexican Church/State relations. And this contradiction, it turns out, actually cuts through individuals. Indeed, it cut through me: both through the identity I had brought to Juárez, --practitioner of a rationalizing political hermeneutic within the context of the Catholic Church-- and the identity I acquired in the context of UACJ, as an enemy of secularism within a secular university. And it ran through every individual I met, presenting itself first as a contradiction between the public and private arenas, but ultimately pointing to deeper and more complex contradictions. My task, of course was to penetrate beneath the surface and to comprehend those contradictions.

The answer, it turned out, lay not on the border, but deep in the interior of Mexico, in the capital, where I journeyed in the Spring of 1997, still in the hope of getting an interview with the Subsecretario de Gobernación para Asuntos Religiosos.  Built over the ruins of the ancient Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, Mexico is many cities: seat of Aztec Sacred Kings, colonial capital of New Spain, filled with baroque churches, center of the Reforma and the Revolution, regional headquarters for global capital. The very geography of the city is a metaphor for Mexican national identity: Spanish surface and Aztec substratum, Church and State facing off in the central plaza of zócalo, with the market creeping in from all sides, dissolving difference into faceless conformity.

I didn’t get my interview with the Subsecretario; what I did find, however, altered fundamentally my understanding of secularism and its place in Mexican national identity. I present four brief vignettes, each of which I think conveys something important about the real religious identity of the Mexicans and the real meaning of the struggle between Church and State in Mexico.

It is my first day in Mexico City. I emerge from the Metro just north and west of the Bellas Artes.  As I look around me, crowded in amidst the crowded stalls which cluster around nearly every important intersection in the city, I notice what looks like a small shrine. Fascinated, I stop to look. At the center of the shrine is a slab of rock with a natural mineral pattern which bears a remarkable resemblance to the image of La Morenita. Around the slab of rock is a garland of flowers, before it candles.  Panels on each side are decorated with milagros, testimonies of healings, prayers, and other petitions. A plaque beside the shrine explains that the stone slab was discovered during construction of the Metro and that the shrine is maintained at the expense of the Fondo, the Mexican equivalent of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). As I turn I notice a young woman, muy indígena, wrapped in a colorful shawl, who is obviously the caretaker of this place. I give her ten pesos; she invites me to kneel and begins praying over me. I rise, bow slightly to her, she smiles in return, and I leave. 

From one point of view, neither the place nor the interaction are remarkable. Indeed, there is a place not too different from this one which I visit occasionally in my wife’s home town of Hanover Park, Illinois. A few years ago some members of the local Mexican community found what they claimed was a miraculous image of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe on the wall of an impoverished apartment complex. Crowds assembled every night for weeks to see the image, which was indeed a remarkable likeness. Neither the bishop nor the pastor of the place said anything one way or the other regarding the authenticity of the image, but the people soon erected a makeshift shrine, which they continue to maintain at their own expense, supplying “caretakers” from among their own number.  The difference of course is that the shrine in Mexico City is maintained under the auspices of the state, the Mexican state famous for is secularism, something which would be quite impossible in the United States. Imagine, for example applying for an NEA grant to maintain the shrine in Hanover Park!

Then I remembered Josephine Torres, with her state-supported shrine in West Dallas, for whom the separation of Church and State did not mean the separation of State and Religion. I also remembered something which Nereida Pagan, receptionist at St. Joseph Seminary during my time as Dean (as well as being an accomplished liturgist and the authentic spiritual leader of the place) had said to me when we were discussing the shortage of vocations to the priesthood in Chicago’s Latino communities. “We are always building and tending small altars,” she said, “but we resist approaching the great altar.”  The women who tended these shrines were priests  --and they were being paid (albeit no doubt poorly) to administer what amounts to a state-sponsored cult. 

Is Mexican secularism perhaps a rejection not of religion but of the religious monopoly of the Church, in favor of an older, indigenous spirituality surviving in partially Christianized form and struggling to adapt itself to a new social reality?

It is Friday night, Sabbath. The Catedral Metropolitana is filled with people. Many bring candles; others come to study, the side altars having been transformed into classrooms and seminars. All are led by lay teachers --not a priest in sight unless one of those conducting the seminars is secretly a Cohen or a cihuacoatl. Outside: the sound of Aztec drums, the scent of copal, the people dancing. All is movement, change ... The priestess raises the bowl of incense, first to the east, and then to each of the other directions in succession. A young woman kneels before her for to be cleansed and blessed. The smoke of the copal surrounds them and they vanish.

They say that when the Inquisition drove the Jews from Spain many came here, and that when the Inquisition came to Mexico most left and fled to the far North, to the lands of the Keres and Tewa. Whole groups of surnames disappear from Mexico City, and then reappear in what is now New Mexico just a few years later: Saenz and Rael, Rodriguez and Cortes and Gonzales. That may well be, but what I am observing here suggests that many stayed, preserving Jewish customs, the real origin and meaning of which they have forgotten, under the cover of a fervent Christianity. The phenomenon is, after all, well attested in other places where we have reason to believe there might be a significant converso population. Researchers in New Mexico have found countless families where the abuela would light candles on Fridays and rather mysteriously never served pork. A priest of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe in New Mexico once told me a story about a newly appointed pastor who was surprised to find that his church lacked a crucifix. He arranged to have one made, but the night after it was installed it mysteriously disappeared.  After trying again two more times, he finally gave up. When he asked the people what was going on they simply said that while they knew most Catholic Churches have a crucifix, theirs never had, and that they preferred to keep it that way.  

Jewish and indígena: if these traditions make up even a part of the Mexican national identity, it would hardly be surprising if a newly independent Mexican nation would soon attempt to throw off the authority of Rome, not in the name of atheism, but in the name of other spiritualities --and then find herself unable to openly claim her heritage. The Jews, after all, appear to have survived by hiding, ultimately even from themselves.  And the indigenous religion of the Mexica was a grizzly affair complete with human sacrifice that few would have wanted to resurrect in its original form --though the “Sixth Sun” group which conducts its devotions outside the Cathedral is carefully ambiguous on this point, and a priest of the Archdiocese of Mexico who is of Zapotec origin and involved in an effort to revitalize indigenous spiritualities, told me that a return to human sacrifice was not, even for him, entirely out of the question. 

But there is yet another reason why the struggle against the Church took on the face of secularism rather than of a reconverso reassertion of Jewish and indígena  religion. The two traditions are hardly compatible.  Judaism is deeply iconoclastic, indigenous religion profoundly visual in its means of expression. Judaism stresses the underlying unity of God, the indigenous traditions her many faces. And if we give indígena a specifically Mexica or Aztec inflection, the tension becomes a confrontation between incompatibles: YHWH, the God of Life, and Tezcatlipoca, the God of Death ... 

Unable to resolve this contradiction, spirituality is driven underground, where its currents run secretly, but no less powerfully, surfacing only when social upheaval creates fault lines which allow it to come rushing to the surface, one or another pole of the tension dominating at any given time. 

The Secretaría de Educación Publica: It is here, in the old Convent of the Incarnation, transformed by the Revolution into the general headquarters for the promotion of secular culture, that all the contradictions of the specifically Mexican way of living the contradiction between Church and State come to a head. It is here that we discover the meaning of the secret at the heart of Mexican secularism. This is a profoundly beautiful place.  The  walls of the Convent effectively shut out the noise of the busy streets outside. A large tree grows in the center of the courtyard, its purple flowers delicate against the deep blue of the sky; its branches reaching upward, beyond the walls of the convent, towards the stars. Any one who has studied much about the history of monasticism knows that the convent could, especially for women, be both a refuge and a prison. One wonders which role these walls played in the lives of the women who lived here, and how many were able to soar above them to the heights of caritative wisdom. 

Today the walls serve an additional function. They are covered with murals by Diego Rivera, commissioned by Jose María Vasconcelos, who served as Secretario in the years following 1929, playing the leading role in designing Mexico’s system of educación socialista. The murals tell the story of the Revolution --the struggle for land, but also the struggle for knowledge represented by the fanning out of village schoolteachers through out the country in the wake of the Revolution. There are murals of the great revolutionary martyr Emiliano Zapata --and also of the principal disciplines of the arts and sciences.

The two men responsible for these murals themselves span the contradiction which is the Mexican way of living the relationship between Church and State. Vasconcelos, the man who displaced the nuns of the Encarnación, and who was charged with developing a system of secular and socialist education for Revolutionary Mexico, was no atheistic materialist. On the contrary, he was an Idealist in the tradition of Pythagoras, Plotinus, and Schelling. According to Vasconcellos, the universe is one great emanation, or "fulguration" of cosmic energy. This cosmic energy manifests itself in three cycles: physical, biological, and psychic (Romanell 1969: 115), each more complex than that which precedes it, each increasingly more beautiful. Human beings can grasp the universe fully only through aesthetic intuition. In this regard Vasconcellos sides with the later Schelling against Hegel and his leftist interpreters (Romanell 1969: 119). Our aesthetic intuition of the development of the cosmos towards increasingly complex forms of organization provides the basis for a theory of value to guide our actions. Our task as human beings is first and foremost to create beauty, or rather to participate in the drive of the cosmos itself which is always and everywhere giving birth to new and more beautiful forms of organization (Romanell 1969: 121-129). 

Vasconcellos believed that Latin America generally, and Mexico in particular, had a unique role to play in this process. The process of mestizaje had joined together in the peoples of Latin America the heritage of all the peoples of the planet. Latin Americans constituted a true raza cosmica, called to lead humanity into a new and brilliant future.

Rivera on the other hand, was a heterodox Marxist, sometime member of the Partido Communista Mexicana but also a friend of Trotsky, who devoted his life to the revival and synthesis of two great traditions of religious art: Aztec muralism and the fresco tradition of Rafaelo Sanzio and Michelangelo Buonarotti. His work transformed the seats of Mexican secularism --the Secretaría de Educación Publica, the Palacio Nacional, and the prestigious Preperatoria Nacional-- into sacred space. In the process both traditions are elevated and purified. One finds little or nothing in Rivera’s work of the Aztec death cult or its Christian counterpart, the cult of the crucified Christ, which certainly figures prominently enough in Hispanic Christianity. Rather, the Aztecs and the peoples they conquered are celebrated for the diverse forms of their creativity --as is the Mexican Revolution. When he uses Christian imagery to celebrate the martyrs of the revolution, it is always the image of the resurrection, not that of the crucifixion, which dominates.  

Mexican secularism --at least as it is represented in what can only be called its principal sacred spaces-- is not so much a rejection of spirituality, understood as humanity’s drive towards totality and perfection and thus towards the divine, as it is a rejection of the death cult at the heart of Mexico’s two imperial religions. 

This said, it would be a mistake to say that Mexico has put the cult of death behind it entirely. On the contrary, anyone who has ever attended a celebration of el Día de los Muertos knows that this cult is alive and well. My initiation into this cult, however, came in a more personal way. One day, as I was preparing for my class, one of my students came in and said that he wanted to talk. This was a very intelligent young man --possibly the strongest student in the class in terms of his raw brilliance. Unlike the other students, however, he came from an economically marginal background and earned his living as a bicycle smuggler, something which meant that he often missed class after being “detained” during business trips. I assumed he wanted to discuss his situation in the class. I was, therefore, more than a little surprised when, after inviting him to sit down, he began by pronouncing with great authority, “Estoy enamorado de la Muerte.”  “I am in love with Death.” What followed was a prolonged monologue on the bliss of nothingness, shot through with references to the cross and the tecpatl, the sacrificial obsidian knife blade of the Aztec priests. I had no alternative but to treat him as a potential suicide, and alerted his friends as well as the university authorities. They promised to check up on him, but seemed to have difficulty understanding why I found his monologue disturbing. Sacrifice and death, they insisted, are among the many ways to salvation, as if to suggest that it was not theirs, and not to their taste, but that it was nonetheless a respectable part of the national religious canon. The student soon disappeared and never returned.

I did, however, discover a religious division running along the El Paso/Juárez border which, I think,  provides some hints as to the precise socioreligious space occupied by the cult of death in contemporary Mexican culture. North of the border, in El Paso, the Catholic Church is heavily dominated by the Franciscans, who run several parishes and have both a college seminary and a theologate. El  Paso Catholicism is, correspondingly, more focused on the crucifixion and on the cult of redemptive suffering which has always been central to Franciscan spirituality. My wife, educated in part by the Dominicans and steeped in Thomas and Aquinas and Meister Eckhardt, taught Religion at Loretto Academy, a Catholic high school for girls which drew students from both sides of the border. She may as well have been teaching a different religion, so surprised were her students when exposed to a spirituality centered on the full development of human capacities. Juárez, on the other hand is dominated by the Dominicans, who hold half the parishes in the diocese.  The result was a blossoming of base communities and of a Catholic left in the 1980s even after the rest of the Latin American Church was already turning to the right. I suspect that similar patterns prevail throughout the rest of the country. Consider the role of the Dominican Samuel Ruiz in Chiapas, for example.

It would be too much to say that “Catholic Mexico” represents a fusion of Aztec and Franciscan motifs while “secular Mexico” represents a fusion of Jewish and non-Aztec indigenous forms. The religious landscape is far too complex for such generalizations. Samuel Ruiz is, after all, Catholic. It might be more accurate to say that at least one strand of Mexican Catholicism represents a fusion of Franciscan and Aztec elements, another the fusion of other indigenous traditions with the Dominicans’ already complex synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Islamic and Jewish wisdom. 

The general outlines of my conjecture regarding “Latin Secularism” should by now be clear. The militant secularism which accompanied the democratic revolution in Mexico did not, at base, represent a rejection of religion, nor did it represent an attempt to restrict religion to the private realm.  It represented, rather, a rejection of one religion --Christianity-- on behalf of another, or rather a cluster of other traditions: Judaism on the one hand and indigenous paganisms on the other hand. A public revival of these traditions was simply out of the question. Too much psychological energy was bound up with the task of repressing the memory of Judaism within converso families and of defending the authentically Christian character of various Marian cults to permit that. Restricting the freedom of action of the Catholic clergy, however, opened up a vast new field of religious activity for grassroots lay confraternities and intellectuals operating under secular auspices to create new forms of cultural expression, ranging from popular devotions and roadside shrines staffed by indígena priests to the high tradition represented by the muralism of Diego Rivera and the philosophy of José María Vasconcellos.  Similar patterns can be found in most of the other Latin countries (France, Italy, Spain, and much of Latin America), though each, of course, also has its own national specificities. One is reminded here of the argument put forward by Pierre Simon Ballenche, who developed a sophisticated argument showing that the class struggles of the ancient world were in fact struggles over the cult, marks of an attempt on the part of the lower classes to gain full access to religion and thus claim their full humanity (Millbank 1991: 69). One need not negate the economic underpinnings of the class struggle to recognize that it might have cultic dimensions as well.  The argument becomes stronger still if one considers the peculiar affinity between French traditionalism, historic defender of aristocratic and priestly privilege, and the outwardly secularizing movement of French positivism which, however, in the persons of Comte, Saint-Simon, and Durkheim found itself constantly drawn back to religion and indeed specifically to the priestly function. Durkheim, of course, was a Jew, as were many of his intellectual descendants. More than a few of the Saint-Simonians were also Jews.  Comte, meanwhile, following the revolutionary impulse, was busy repopulating the liturgical calendar with pagan philosophers and scientists. Is not positivism --which was also popular in Mexico as the ideology of the cientificos-- not perhaps a pagan and/or Jewish variant on traditionalism?

And so, living the contradiction which is the relationship between Church and State in Mexico --partly through the ambiguity of my own situation at the university which, as it turned out, was not nearly so unusual as I first imagined, partly because a similar religious secularism is part of my own Sicilian tradition-- I was able to come to know that relationship. At first this knowledge was indeed only connatural and beyond words, but eventually, by allowing that knowledge to illuminate my experience of life in Mexico, I was able to move from experience to image to concept. What I found is, I think, vitally important for understanding Mexico and indeed all of the Latin countries which, behind the outward form of their religious life, which takes the form of continuous warfare between Church and secular State, are in fact the reservoir of a different tradition, a unique synthesis between Judaism and indigenous pagan traditions, from which the world has a great deal to learn. 


