
In elementary school, did you have to memorize the little ditty about Christopher Columbus, 

how in 1492 he sailed the ocean blue, with the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria too? 

Columbus sailed with soldiers, who went looking for plunder and power. He also sailed with 
priests, who went to plant the Church in the new world, but had little success. 
  
One, they couldn’t speak the native language of the Aztecs. And two, they were identified 
with the cruel soldiers and greedy rulers, and so the Indians avoided them like the plague! 
  
But then Mary, mother of Jesus, appeared to a Mexican convert named Juan Diego. She 
looked like a mixed-race person, and spoke in Nahuatl, the native language, not Spanish. 
  
There was nothing of the haughtiness of power in her presence, but humility. There was no 
cruelty in her speech and action, but kindness. 
  
She asked that a church be built on the hill where she appeared, so that, as she said it, she 
can show love, compassion, help, and protection to the people. 
  
That church still serves as a reminder of her message given through Juan Diego: You are 
under my protection. You are held in the cradle of my arms. Do not be afraid. 
  
After the apparitions, millions of Indians were baptized. Mary did what the priests couldn’t; 
better yet, kindness, identifying with the poor, those on the peripheries, that’s what did it. 
  
It’s no different now. That we worship at Mass, and how well we do it, may draw people to 
Jesus and his holy Catholic Church, as might our faith formation programing. 
  
But as important as those are, nothing can attract and retain Church members like being 
seen to be kind, joyful, and loving to the poor, to those on the peripheries. 
  
That’s the effect of Baptism, when we receive the life of God, merciful and gracious, slow to 
anger, rich in kindness and fidelity. Our kindness, says St. Paul, should be known to all. 
  
Our synod process for pastoral planning will preserve, build up, and provide leadership to 
those parishes that are places of prayer and worship, of learning and teaching the Gospel. 
  
But most of all places that enshrine the same message as our Lady of Guadalupe: be kind 
and serve the poor like her, not cold and self-serving like the conquistadores. 
 


