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t the exact geographic center of the borderlands
Acity of San Antonio, Texas, the Americas spill to-
gether and traditional spatial, temporal, and cul-
tural borders lose their ability to divide. Here, in San
Fernando Cathedral (Fig. 1), one of the oldest continu-
ously functioning cathedrals in the United States,' ordi-

nary people live in a dynamically hybrid border space in

which they express their spirituality through the concrete

and material. The movement of human bodies engaged 4

in various ritual practices through the interior and exte-
rior spaces of the cathedral materially redefines a diasporic
community while simultaneously reconfiguring the sym-
bolic material objects enshrined in the sacred site. At the
cathedral today, the popular marks the institutional with
its strong vernacular expression as the border between
official and popular religiosity increasingly erodes.

Historical Borders

Constructed in the years following the arrival of ..-"F}
settlers from the Canary Islands in 1731, the first parish

church in what is now Texas was originally dedicated to
the patroness of the Canary Islands, Nuestra Sefiora de la
Candelaria, to the Virgin of Guadalupe, and to San Fer-
nando, the namesake of a relative of the King of Spain
who would later become King Ferdinand VI. In 1755,
after the church’s completion, the town council met on
the feast of the Virgin of Guadalupe, vowing to celebrate
the feasts of these three religious figures in perpetuity
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(Matovina, “Memories Create a People” 19
and “Development of a Tradition” 25). This
early patronal hybridity combining devotion
to both Old and New world sacred figures
was a forerunner of the mixture of traditions
that has characterized worship at the church
to varying degrees throughout its history.
During the period of the Texas Re-
public (1836-1845) and after Mexico’s de-
feat in the Mexican-American War (1846-
1848), new setders of Anglo and German
origin began to outnumber the Mexican
population of the city. English became the
official language of the civic sphere and
public education, and priests from Spain
and France were appointed to replace the
Mexican clergy of the parish for the rest of
the nineteenth century and well into the
twentieth. Despite these changes, the pre-
dominantly Mexican parishoners kept a
number of popular religious traditions alive
to celebrate such feasts as the Virgin of
Guadalupe, San Fernando, San Antonio,
and Christmas. After the church became a

Figure 1

cathedral in 1874, official diocesan celebra-
tions took precedence over popular rituals;
the first bishop went so far as to discon-
tinue the celebration of midnight Mass and
the adoration of the Christ child on Christ-
mas “because of the intrusion of improper
and disorderly persons with the vast throngs
of all classes, races, and religions, who
poured into the cathedral” (cited in Mato-
vina, “Development of a Tradition™ 33).
Such a decree attempted to impose a strict
border between official and popular forms
of religious expression, in great contrast to
the attenuation of such a border that char-
acterizes San Fernando today.

As Timothy Matovina has docu-
mented, Mexican rituals again gained pre-
dominance in the cathedral with the arrival
of a large number of exiles from the Mexi-
can Revolution (1910-17) and the religious
persecution of the Calles period of the
1920s. Many of the clergy and religious who
emigrated to escape Calles brought strong
Mexican religious traditions with them. By
the 1930s there was a resurgence of public
ritual at the Cathedral—processions through
the plaza and streets for the feasts of Cristo
Rey, the Virgin of Guadalupe, posadas, and
First Communions. The exiles integrated
symbols of Mexican nationalism into their
public religious expression: on December
11, the eve of the feast of Guadalupe, the
Procession of Roses took place, followed on
December 12 by the Procession of Lights
in which torches were decorated with the
colors of the Mexican flag. By the 1950s
and 1960s, people from other parishes made
processions to San Fernando to join in the
Guadalupe festivities, with numbers reach-
ing 40,000 people (Matovina, “Develop-
ment of a Tradition” 34). Transcending the
border that had been politically established
between the U.S. and Mexico in 1848, the
exiles escaping Calles in the 1920s renewed
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the hybridity of material religious practice
that had flourished in the borderlands in
Mexico’s colonial period and its first years
of independence.

Immigration from Mexico continued
in the decades following the Depression,
and during the civil wars in Central America
of the 1970s and 1980s, these mexicanos
were joined by exiles from Guatemala and
El Salvador who brought with them spe-
cific regional forms of Latino popular reli-
giosity. In 1983, a native of San Antonio,
Father Virgilio Elizondo, was appointed
Rector of the Cathedral, the first pastor of
Mexican heritage since the1840s.? Elizondo
had participated in several key meetings of
Church leaders in Latin America after
Vatican Council IT and worked extensively
with Latin American liberation theologians.
He earned a Ph.D. in France where he de-
veloped an important theory of the theol-
ogy of mestizaje. His extensive writings have
established him as the foremost Mexican-
American liberation theologian. The char-
ismatic Elizondo worked with the people
of the parish for twelve years to recuperate,
revitalize, and expand the popular religious
traditions of San Fernando. His extensive
experience in Latin America and his special
understanding of mestizaje enabled him to
embrace not only his people’s Mexican heri-
tage, burt also the traditions of Central
Americans and other Latino immigrants in
San Antonio. The hybrid Latino practices
that Elizondo and the people of the cathe-
dral began to develop in the 1980s and
1990s continue today under the leadership
of the new rector, Father David Garcfa.

Reterritorialized Spirituality

As the sense of connection to a fixed
geographic place erodes for diasporic com-
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munities and other postmodern subjects,
various cultural strategies of reterritorial-
ization renew people’s ties to hybrid mate-
rial representations that embody both the
past and the present, the old locale and the
new. Spirituality is one strong means of re-
taining one’s humanity in the face of the
arbitrariness of postmodern capitalist soci-
ety, and it is through what might be termed
a reterritorialized spirituality that many
immigrant communities in the borderlands
concretize the spiritual human dimension.
Hybrid material culture embodies and en-
ables a re-grounding of the spiritual in a
border space such as San Antonio, and the
program of revitalizing popular Latino tra-
ditions begun by Father Elizondo at San
Fernando Cathedral is crucially embedded
in the material. Here I will focus on mate-
rial representations of spirituality within the
church, some of the small ritualized prac-
tices by which people reconfigure those
material objects, and other large-scale
performative rituals that spill out of the ca-
thedral into the surrounding city, calling
into question the border between the os-
tensibly discrete categories of the sacred and
the secular.’

The interior of the cathedral, while
functioning as a stable site of public and
private spirituality for many generations of
people, at the same time functions as an
evolving stage in which spirituality is
reterritorialized through a variety of rubrics.
A number of people kneel or sit facing the
main altar in private prayer at various mo-
ments throughout the day and evening,
positionally signifying reverence and sub-
servience as they both silently and vocally
pray or meditate. The heads of some wor-
shippers are bowed and their bodies inclined
downward slightly, while others look di-
rectly at the large crucifix behind the altar,
or raise their arms upward in tribute while
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praying. Some recite the rosary or make a
private novena to a religious figure. The
individual prayers, petitions, and medita-
tions of these worshippers represent private
interiorizations of the official material con-
figuration of the cathedral’s main altar and
crucifix at which they gaze.

In addition to these relatively station-
ary positions of worship,
people move to different lo-
cations throughout the
church to engage in devo-
tions with particular per-
sonal relevance. Some walk
behind the altar to the for-
mer sanctuary (previously
off-limits to most parishio-
ners) to pray before eleva-
ted, life-size statues of La
Virgen de la Candelaria on
the left and San Fernando,
Rey de Espafia on the right.
These figures, who repre-
sent the Spanish holy per-
sonages in honor of whom
the settlement was estab-
lished in 1731, embody a
temporal and geographic
border-crossing through
which contemporary La-
tinos carry on the tradi-
tional devotion to the pa-
troness of the Canary Is-
lands and thel3®*-century
saint, who had been canon-
ized in 1671, a few decades
before the founding of the
church. In the right-hand
corner of the church, people pray before a
statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the mes-
tiza figure who links worshipers to their in-
digenous heritage. During the December
celebrations in honor of Guadalupe, the

Figure 2

statue is moved to the main sanctuary for
the reenactment of the story of her appear-
ance to Juan Diego (Fig. 2). As Father
Elizondo points out, this Virgin has a par-
ticular personal relevance to the people of
San Fernando because of the historical
memory of her having “[spoken] to the de-
feated and humiliated Indians with tender-

W

ness and respect... recogniz[ing] their dig-
nity and importance” (“The Sacred in the
City” 85).

In the rear left corner of the cathedral
are statues of three figures to which parish-
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ioners have special devotion. Many people
light candles and pray before a life-size rep-
resentation of the Pieta and reach up to
touch the foot of the dead Christ whom
Mary is holding. As a result, Matovina
notes, the foot of the figure of Christ has
been worn smooth (“Memories Create a
People” 20). People’s desire for a material
connection to the divine inspires this affec-
tionate ritual gesture, the tactility of which
materially reshapes the official visual image.
Elizondo suggests that the people of San
Fernando feel a special connection to the
Madre Dolorosa, suffering at the moment
of the death of her son, believing her to be
especially understanding of their own suf-
fering (“Conversations with God” 54).

A few feet away on a high niche be-
hind one of the pillars of the cathedral is a
statue of San Martin de Porres, the mulatto
saint of Perd with whom the people of San
Fernando identify, according to Elizondo,
because the saint was rejected for his mixed
racial heritage.* The small statue of San
Martin sweeping with a broom has been
positioned high above worshippers, and is
paid homage to with vases of flowers on the
niche and lighted votive candles below (Fig.
3). Although the reasons for this placement
of the small statue may be entirely practi-
cal, the figure’s position symbolically re-
verses the narrative of San Martin’s lesser
status in Peruvian society during his life,
and offers a consoling utopian solution to
the painful life situations of many contem-
porary petitioners.

In the late 1980s, Father Elizondo
noticed that a number of refugees from the
civil wars in Central America who had
joined the congregation had a special devo-
tion to the Guatemalan representation of
Christ, El Cristo Negro de Esquipulas. He
obtained a large crucifix of the Black Christ
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and displayed it to the left of the cathedral
entry near the Madre Dolorosa and San
Martin de Porres. Very quickly it became a
popular shrine at which people still light
candles, pray, and display ex-votos such as
photographs, petitions, milagritos, and other
mementos (Fig. 4). Private prayers offered
in other locations in the church here enter
partially or fully into the public sphere, as
people give visual and verbal testimony
about favors they have received or are re-
questing. They pin up photographs of their
loved ones while offering prayers for them,
adding an analogic representation that
semiotically parallels the representation of
the religious figure to which they are pray-
ing. If the material representation of the
Black Christ makes the supernatural figure
more present to them, the logic perhaps
runs, might not a picture make the person

for whom they are praying more present to
Christ? The material sign left beneath the
figure of the Black Christ adds permanence

Figure 3
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to their petition, and is viewed perhaps as a
more enduring and more specific semiotic
amplification of the votive candles that are
also present at the shrine.

Figure 4

In a similar vein, worshippers some-
times leave written notes at the feet of the
Black Christ, reflecting some of the prob-
lems they face in their borderland experi-
ence. One petitioner writes:

Tarrived here a year ago with nothing,
I still have hardly anything. [ know I
deserve nothing because I have sin-
ned so much, but I know you love me
and will help me. Don’t let me lose
hope. Help me not to give up.

Another note, written in thanksgiving for
relief of a medical problem, reveals the bond
the petitioner feels with the suffering na-
ture of this representation of Christ: “You,
my suffering Black Christ, understand me.”

A woman asks for help in finding a2 man
who will at least love her child, even if he
does not love her, while an older petitioner
poignantly asks for help in obtaining ben-
efits from Medicare officials:

They try to trick me and I cannot de-
fend myself. I don’t even understand
what they are saying. Please help them
to understand.... Jam old and all alone
now except for you. (cited in Elizondo,
“Conversations” 59)

The photos, messages, and other ma-
terial objects placed beneath the Black
Christ of Esquipulas in the cathedral reter-
ritorialize the large crucifix in the new bor-
derlands setting in San Antonio. They add
images of and public narratives about the
everyday lives of the evolving Latino com-
munity that worships at the cathedral. This
stationary visual representation that the cler-
gy provide to aid in people’s devotion is dy-
namically transformed with the hundreds
of material representations displayed be-
neath it. As the ex-votos change from month
to month, they function as a kind of con-
tinually evolving collective autobiography
of the people whose deep religious faith
brings them to the cathedral. The shrine that
the people have created beneath the figure
of the Guatemalan Christ becomes a site of
public memory in which Mexicans, Central
Americans and other Latin American immi-
grants join others who have lived here for
decades to link their common popular reli-
gious customs to their collective humanity.

Performative Rituals:
The Porous Border Between
the Sacred and the Secular

If the religious images within the ca-
thedral take on the vernacular expression
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of the people who worship there, popular
religiosity also reconfigures the prescribed
rituals in which people move through space
to publicly display their devotion. While
most of the large, heavy statues and shrines
must remain at fixed locations inside the
church, many of the communal rituals move
back and forth between the inside and out-
side spaces of the cathedral and the sur-
rounding city. In these expressions of reter-
ritorialized spirituality, a number of cultural,
temporal, geographic, spatial, and hierar-
chic borders become increasingly eroded.

The liturgical calendar established by
the Roman Catholic Church sets official
feast days with various prescribed rituals.
Although official changes modernized many
of these observances after Vatican Council
IT (1962-1965), Latino Catholics retained
many of their centuries-old traditions, in-
flecting the official ceremonies with a pre-
Tridentine flavor.” While prayer rituals such
as novenas and litanies, for example, fell out
of use in standard church ceremonies after
Vatican II, Latinos continued to practice
them as part of their deeply rooted spiri-
tual heritage. When immigrants in the U.S.
borderlands found themselves in parishes
that were unsympathetic to these old tradi-
tions, they looked for other churches that
encouraged their unique religious expres-
sion, or they increased their practice of
popular religious rituals in the home.®

As we have seen, throughout the nine-
teenth century Mexicans at San Fernando
Church had special rituals to celebrate the
feasts of San Antonio, San Fernando, the
Virgin of Guadalupe and Christmas, even
though priests from Spain and France re-
placed the Mexican clergy after the Mexi-
can-American War. “Dolorosa” and “Sole-
dad,” the names of two streets adjacent to
the cathedral, are testimony to the perfor-
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mance of Passion plays during Holy Week
earlier in San Antonio’s history. Father
Elizondo encouraged the revival of these and
other popular public rituals after becom-
ing rector of the Cathedral in 1983. Far
from being an exercise in collective nostal-
gia, the recuperation of these traditions situ-
ated the participants more fully in the so-
cial issues of the present while at the same
time connecting them to the cultural tradi-
tions of their forebears. A theorist and prac-
titioner of liberation theology, Father Eli-
zondo encouraged this temporal and cul-
tural hybridity in religious rituals as one
means of linking issues of social justice to
spiritual devotion. Just as figures such as San
Martin de Porres and the Black Christ of
Esquipulas are visual signifiers of racial in-
justice throughout history, characters such
as Juan Diego in the Guadalupe celebra-
tions, Joseph and Mary in the posada pro-
cessions, and the condemned Christ of the
Passion reenactment on Good Friday are
visual correlatives of social injustice at the
same time that they are spiritual symbols.
As the official liturgical year begins
with the Advent season in the four weeks
preceding Christmas, Latino Catholics at
San Fernando enter an especially busy pe-
riod of popular religious celebrations that
find space within and outside of the cathe-
dral. On December 11 and 12 there is a
twenty-four-hour celebration for the feast
of the Virgin of Guadalupe, which is, in
Elizondo’s words, “the most festive day of
the year at San Fernando” (“The Sacred in
the City” 85). Elizondo argues that this
popular feast is as important to Latinos as
is Easter, the key feast of official Catholi-
cism. While belief in the resurrection of
Christ is the central tenet of Christianity,
Elizondo argues that Latinos feel more con-
nected to another resurrection: that of the
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people who the invading armies of the Con-
quest had killed and humiliated, who were,
in effect, brought to life again by the Vir-
gin of Guadalupe. Some of the most tal-
ented artists of the community begin the
vispera celebration with performances of
singing and dancing, followed at midnight
by the community singing the first maia-
nitas, or birthday song, to the Virgin, car-
rying on the Mexican tradition of waking a
birthday celebrant at dawn with a serenade.
The song breaks down the border between
the secular and the sacred both in content
and by using the popular birthday greeting
to show affection for the beloved Virgin.

Shortly before dawn the masianitas are
again sung, followed by a sunrise service.
Throughout the day of December 12,
people bring flowers and sing before the
statue of Guadalupe, and in the evening
participate in a liturgical service and com-
munal praying of the rosary, led by the chil-
dren. There are pauses between the decades
of the rosary for all the members of the con-
gregation to bring more flowers to the
Virgins shrine. During these celebrations,
large images of the Virgin are centrally dis-
played, and the narrative is reenacted visu-
ally, as Juan Diego holds open his #i/ma with
the image of the Virgin, from which roses
drop. Before the image, figures represent-
ing Franciscan priests and the bishop kneel.
(Fig. 2.)

A few days after the celebration of the
feast of Guadalupe, the people of San
Fernando begin a traditional nine-day ritual
that attenuates the border between the sa-
cred and the secular. The celebration of Las
Posadas reenacts the journey of Mary and
Joseph to Bethlehem as people walk in a
procession from house to house in various
neighborhoods asking for shelter. Carrying
statues of Joseph with Mary on a donkey
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on a platform on their shoulders, partici-
pants walk to various homes asking for shel-
ter. After a series of refusals, they are finally
welcomed into the last home and all enjoy
a small party. During the nightly proces-
sions, people sing traditional songs, some-
times say a decade of the rosary at each
house, and recite the innovative “Litany of
the Migrants.” Here, a pre-Vatican II ritual
prayer is recuperated and updated to speak
to contemporary issues of social justice af-
fecting Latinos in the U.S. The lines of the
litany recount the difficulties and injustices
migrants face and the group responds to
each: “With Joseph and Mary, pilgrims keep
on walking” (cited in Elizondo, “The Sa-
cred in the City” 86). On one of the nine
nights a Gran Posada is held, and contem-
porary visual correlatives of the injustices
described in the “Litany of the Migrants”
become the sites of the reenactment. Begin-
ning at the downtown mercado, participants
proceed through the historic district, sym-
bolically asking for shelter at various busi-
nesses, the Old Governor’s Palace, City Hall,
and the County Court House. When, as in
daily life, they do not find “shelter” in these
civic sites, they proceed to San Fernando
Cathedral a few blocks away where they are
warmly received with a celebration and
small gifts for everyone.

Both large- and small-scale performa-
tive rituals occur frequently throughout the
liturgical year in San Fernando Cathedral
and in nearby public spaces. On the last
Sunday of January, the Feast of Nuestra
Sefiora de la Candelaria (Our Lady of Can-
dlemas) is celebrated with the blessing of
candles and of the Nifio Dios (Christ Child)
at all Masses. One week before Ash Wednes-
day, which begins the season of Lent, the
people of San Fernando gather for the Burn-
ing of the Palms for Ashes; for this ritual
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they bring the blessed palms they received
a year earlier on Palm Sunday to the church
for a ceremony that will materially trans-
form one sacred symbol into another for
the solemn opening of the penitential sea-
son. The feasts of San Fernando and San
Antonio are celebrated May 30 and June
13. Special rituals are held for El Dia de los
Santos (All Saints’ Day) and El Dia de los
Muertos (All Souls Day or Day of the Dead),
November 1 and 2 respectively. An inter-
faith Thanksgiving service is held in the ca-
thedral with Jewish, Muslim, and Protes-
tant religious leaders from other parts of the
city to celebrate the national holiday. Dur-
ing San Antonio’s annual festival the last
week of April, the cathedral is covered with
outdoor lights and festivities take place in
front of the church.

Ritual Display in Semana Santa

The popular rituals with the widest
reach and scope are those of Semana Santa
(Holy Week), the week preceding the feast
of Easter. While the official Church desig-
nates Easter as the most important feast not
only of Holy Week but of the entire liturgi-
cal year, Latino Catholics, who particularly
identify with the suffering Christ, view
Good Friday as the central moment of Holy
Week. The Latino community of San Fer-
nando has developed an claborate popular
performance through which they visualize
and re-live the events of the Passion of Christ.
While the well-known events are recounted
in lengthy biblical readings within the offi-
cial church liturgies throughout the week,
contemporary Catholics at San Fernando
compensate for the shortcomings of entirely
verbal narration by creating elaborate dra-
matic performances that make the events
visually meaningful. Not only do worship-
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pers and onlookers see the events reenacted,
but the scale and emotion of the perfor-
mances often envelop them in the action as
co-participants.

Throughout its 262-year history, the
parish of San Fernando has carried on the
tradition of the Passion play introduced by
Spanish missionaries to the New World.
Although early Christian authorities banned
such drama in the fourth century because
of perceived pagan traces, in the Middle
Ages religious reenactments were reintro-
duced to teach religion to the illicerate.
Dramatic scenes performed in the sanctu-
ary and beneath each station of the cross
inside medieval churches eventually moved
outside as they became more elaborate (see
Gutiérrez-Mier). In recent years at San
Fernando, professional actors have been re-
placed by members of the parish who audi-
tion for parts and give of their time for re-
hearsals beginning in February each year. A
priest from Guatemala, Father Roberto
Paredes, who worked at San Fernando for
two years, wrote an elaborate script in Span-
ish for the participants to use. Thus, the
especially famous Holy Week traditions of
Guatemala are joined to those of San
Fernando’s own two-hundred-year history
with modern adaptations, creating a multi-
temporal hybridity that also transcends the
geographic borders of the Americas.’

The serialized drama begins on Palm
Sunday in the plaza in front of the cathe-
dral with the blessing of the palms and the
reenactment of Christ’s triumphant entry
into Jerusalem. The person who has been
chosen to represent Christ in the current
year’s Passion play rides around the plaza
on a donkey, while the thousands of people
in attendance wave palms and sing Hosan-
nas. Later, as part of the opening proces-
sion to begin Mass, parishioners dressed in
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period clothing and carrying jugs or bas-
kets of fruit come into the cathedral wav-
ing large palm branches.® As in many of the
popular reconfigurations of official church
feasts in San Fernando Cathedral, interior
and exterior space flow together and the bor-
der between civil society and religion be-
comes attenuated. Breaking down the per-
ceived separation between religious ritual
and everyday life in modern secular society,
Father Elizondo links the oprtic of libera-
tion theology to the Palm Sunday reenact-
ment. He notes that this popular religious
ritual held on Main Street and in Main Plaza
in front of the cathedral symbolizes the
people’s “own triumphant entry into the
structures of society” (“Mestizo God” 89).
Father Elizondo encouraged the people of
San Fernando to revive the popular rituals
that their forebears practiced not only to
give them the sense of belonging and im-
portance, but also to reinforce their percep-
tion that religion is intimately connected
to their secular lives and to their place in
American society.

Four days later, on Holy Thursday, the
second installment of the serialized reenact-
ment takes place in conjunction with the
special evening Mass commemorating the
Last Supper.” At San Fernando popular
Latino traditions reconfigure the official
Catholic liturgy. At the head of the entrance
procession are a group of people dressed as
the men, women and children of Christ’s
time. The women carry baskets of bread that
will be blessed in the ceremony of e/ pan
bendito (Holy Bread).'” Behind them, the
man playing the role of Christ walks in
alone, and several women in the congrega-
tion reach out to touch him as he passes:
the border between representation and re-
ality becomes attenuated. The large sanctu-
ary (the area of the original church) has been
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transformed into the scene of the cenacle,
where the men representing the twelve
apostles take their seats facing the congre-
gation with the person playing the role of
Christ in the middle. At the end of the pro-
cession are Archbishop Flores and the priests
who will concelebrate the Mass.

Traditionally, in many Catholic
churches the priests celebrating the Holy
Thursday Mass wash the feet of some (or
even all) of the people in the congregation
as part of the official liturgical reenactment
and to teach the lesson of service to fellow
human beings. In San Fernando Cathedral,
to begin the ceremony of the lavatorio
(cleansing), the archbishop announces that
he will wash the feet of half of the disciples
and “Jesus will wash the other half.” Again,
the border between representation and re-
ality is attenuated in the archbishop’s dic-
tion. Especially open to the tropes of the
popular reenactment that restructures the
official liturgy, he incorporates elements of
the people’s dramatic performance into the
ceremony and shares the role traditional-
ly reserved for the priest celebrant with the
lay man who has been chosen to portray
Christ.

Along with the large baskets of bolillos
(Mexican bread) that are blessed and dis-
tributed to members of the community who
are unable to attend the services as a sym-
bol of everyone’s inclusion in the reenact-
ment of the Last Supper, an additional ma-
terial symbol focuses the attention of the
congregation outside the cathedral to so-
cial problems. Donations of canned food
are carried to the altar in the Offertory pro-
cession to symbolically and literally extend
the meal to the poor of San Antonio when
the food is later distributed. The border be-
tween the interior of the cathedral sanctuary
and the surrounding city is transcended.
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At the end of Holy Thursday Mass in
Catholic churches, a procession usually
takes place to transfer extra hosts that have
been consecrated in advance for the liturgy
on Good Friday to a special altar. In San
Fernando, the altar is erected to the right of
the main altar, and most members of the
congregation leave their seats to walk in the
procession. It would be possible for the pro-
cession to remain inside the church, pro-
ceeding down the center and side aisles to
the altar of repose; instead, the ceremony
deliberately enters the public space around
and in front of the cathedral as one means
of breaking down the border between the
sacred and the secular, and of giving public
testimony to the importance of the feast and
ritual. The people march with lighted
candles chanting the repeated response,
“Caminemos con Jesus,” [Let us walk with
Jesus], behind those dressed as the people
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of Jerusalem and the archbishop who car-
ries the hosts under a canopy. After proceed-
ing around Main Plaza and around the
block, participants encounter a living tab-
leau before they reenter the cathedral: the
man playing Christ is kneeling in the gar-
den to the left of the cathedral praying out
loud as he reenacts the biblical narrative
about the Garden of Gethsemane.

When the procession reenters the
church, the archbishop deposits the hosts
on the altar of repose where people pray
individually for several more hours. Mean-
while, the congregation is invited outside
to see the next scene of the popular reen-
actment that continues in the side garden.
The border between reality and the sim-
ulacrum that reenacts the agony of Christ
in the garden seems to dissolve because the
earlier action seen by the passing proces-
sion has continued while the people finish

Figure 5
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the official liturgy inside the cathedral. Now,
people dressed as Roman soldiers come to
the garden to arrest the actor representing
Christ, and a violent scene takes place be-
tween them and those portraying the dis-
ciples. With dialogue entirely in Spanish
and the crowd loudly participating, this
functions as the first scene of the large-scale
Passion play that will be reenacted in the
city streets the following morning.!" After
Christ is taken away, many people return
to the cathedral to pray at the altar of re-
pose.

While the Palm Sunday and Holy
Thursday reenactments move back and
forth from the Church to the adjacent plaza,
the Passion play on Good Friday is fully
anchored in secular space, beginning sev-
eral blocks away in the heart of the old town
mercado. The comfortable distinction be-
tween civic and religious space that exists
on most other days of the year disappears
as ritual time replaces chronological time
for two hours on Friday morning. Thou-
sands of people gather in the mercado to
watch and participate in the reenactment
of the biblical narrative. Ordinary people
become actors portraying Christ, Pontius
Pilate, King Herod, Roman centurions, the
two thieves, Simon of Cyrene, Veronica,
Mary, and the people of Jerusalem (Fig. 5).
The public walks alongside the performance
through the mercado, into the city streets
Dolorosa and Soledad, and finally to the
plaza in front of the cathedral, where the
crucifixion itself is reenacted. Along the
route, the performers stop to reenact the
intervening Stations of the Cross between
the initial condemnation of Christ and the
crucifixion. Because of the superb perfor-
mances of the actors, some in the audience
are drawn into the action to the point of
tears, and others reach out to try to help
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the actor portraying Christ who drags a 150-
pound cross, cries out as he is scourged, and
is covered in blood by the time the actors
in the performance ritually “nail” him to
the cross. But by virtue of walking and stop-
ping along the play’s route as the scenes of
the Passion are reenacted, the 20,000 ob-
servers become participants; merely by
watching they play the role of the people of
Jerusalem who witnessed the events re-
counted in the biblical narrative.'?

During the reenactment, several rep-
resentatives of official religion become par-
ticipants: religious leaders of various faiths
from across the city open the reenactment
with prayers and biblical readings; the arch-
bishop plays the role of Simon of Cyrene
by carrying the cross for part of the way;
and Father Elizondo directs some of the
actors as they proceed. But this is predomi-
nantly people’s street theatre rather than
official religious reenactment. Father Eli-
zondo and the Archbishop wear albs and
retain their personal identities as members
of the clergy while participating in the dra-
matic reenactment, but they play simple
roles like everyone else in the performance.
Elizondo, for example, assumes the role of
an acolyte or assistant as he holds up the
microphone for the figure of Christ to be
heard uttering the last words on the cross
(Fig. 6). When Archbishop Flores carries the
12-foot, 150-pound cross, a hierarchical
transposition occurs. In most of the ceremo-
nies at which he officiates in the cathedral
throughout the year, his elaborate sartorial
presence semiotically signifies his official
authority and power; in this instance, he
becomes a strong corporeal signifier of the
disempowered, of suffering and humanness.
He is semiotically transformed from an el-
egant, symbolic Christ-figure in the cathe-
dral to the concrete signifier that perspires
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in the heat and labors as he carries the heavy
cross on the public street.

Some may argue that the institutional
Church opens a small space in which alter-
native popular practices may unfold, all the
while maintaining control. The large-scale
popular participation in the event and the
level of emotion visible suggests that much
more than a slightly ex-
panded, accepted liturgy
is occurring. The thou- |
sands of participants are
breaking temporal, cul-
tural, hierarchical, and
social borders as they
continue practicing this
form of Good Friday de-
votions year after year.
Their handmade cos-
tumes and props (com-
mon hubcaps for the
shields of the centurions,
a locally made cross for
the Christ figure to carry)
and their unabashed
emotional participation
in the reenactment make
it their own event in
which they find fulfill-

‘ment and pride. These
climactic scenes of the
Passion reenactment are
alarge-scale, enveloping
reterritorialization of the
official biblical narrative
and liturgical celebra-
tion that spills out into
the secular spaces of the city, temporarily
taking them over. While these large-scale
public demonstrations do not involve overt
political protest, they constitute a re-taking
of the city streets with an ethnic popular
presence and impart a sense of empower-

Figure 6
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ment to those who participate.

The previous evening, several men of
the parish had rearranged the sanctuary-
stage for the inside devotions of Good Fri-
day afternoon and evening; they placed an
immense crucifix specially designed for Pas-
sion devotions in the sanctuary, covering the
bottom with brown paper to visually repre-

sent Mount Calvary. The following day,
members of the congregation climb up to
venerate the large crucifix during and after
the church liturgy that follows the Passion
play. In this ceremony, five priests process
down the main aisle with graven faces and



206

lie prostrate on the floor for a few moments
before the altar. In the official liturgy for
the afternoon devotion, the priests give in-
dividual sermons with thoughts on the last
words of Christ. Departing from the usual
liturgical practice, a dancer presents a vi-
sual rendition of one of the last words, with
a look of anguish on her face comparable
to that on the face of the actor portraying
Mary during the Passion play. Another lay-
person presents a declamacién as a public
meditation on one of the last words. And a
television announcer uses her professional
skills to read several passages from the Bible
during the liturgy.

Later in the evening, people return to
the cathedral for the Pésame (Condolence)
and Santo Entierro (Holy Burrial) service.
Hybrid cultural traditions from Spain, the
Arab world, and Latin America come to-
gether as the reenactment of the Passion nar-
rative continues. Upon entering the church
at sundown, people are given flowers and
white candles and see that except for a red-
draped platform in front of the cross, the
scene in the sanctuary remains unchanged
from the afternoon. The procession begins
with new characters in the reenactment
slowly walking down the aisle. Behind a red-
draped crucifix, a woman proceeds to a stark
drumbeat; she is dressed as a Spanish gitana
(gypsy) in a black gown, a mantilla, and a
high comb reminiscent of the citywide Holy
Week rituals in Sevilla, Spain.'® She sings a
gypsy chant in Spanish, noting that she will
share the sorrow of the mother of Christ,
Nuestra Seniora de la Soledad (Our Lady of
Solitude). Behind her walk three men of
Jerusalem carrying a ladder and ropes. Next
come las tres Marias (The Three Marys), car-
rying on white satin pillows the medieval
Arma Christi, the instruments of the pas-
sion: nails, a whip, and a crown of thorns.
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Other men follow, dressed in black, wear-
ing the high-pointed, cone-shaped hoods
(capirotes) and masks of the penitentes in the
Sevilla Holy Week processions. Carefully,
the men who carried the ladder climb up to
ritually remove the body of Christ from the
large crucifix, while the gypsy women sing
mournful chants: “Why, oh why did I drive
the nails through your hands?” Father Eli-
zondo traveled to Mexico to purchase the
specially articulated crucifix with a remov-
able body and hinged arms, like those used
frequently in Holy Week reenactments in
Spain and Latin America.

After the body has been lowered and
laid on the red-draped platform, a burial
procession begins in which the people in
the congregation march with lighted candles
behind the statue of Nuestra Sefiora de la
Soledad and the image of Christ around the
main plaza, accompanied by beating drums
and the chants of a litany. Again, the reen-
actment, with its striking visual symbols,
deliberately enters the secular space of the
city to publicly announce the importance
it attaches to itself and the events it com-
memorates, As it breaks down the border
between the secular and the sacred, it simi-
larly erodes historical, temporal, cultural
and geographic divisions by combining el-
ements from Moorish, Spanish, and Latin
American traditions that are part of the his-
torical memory of the people of San Fer-
nando.

The body is laid to rest in the sanctu-
ary when the procession returns. A group
of women in black dresses and mantillas
with tender expressions on their faces anoint
the figure with oils, cover it with a white
burial cloth, and scatter herbs and dried
flowers from the previous year’s ceremony
over the cloth. Everyone in the cathedral
then walks individually to the front to
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present ofrendas floreles (offerings of flow-
ers); each person places a single flower on
top of the body, some bending to kiss the
face of the Christ figure, as they would do
to a loved one at a funeral. Various men
and women carry entire bouquets of flow-
ers to the altar for the ceremony. Some touch
the dress of the nearby statue of La Soledad
and bless themselves. Ultimately, the entire
statue of Christ is covered in a mound of
colorful flowers, with only the face visible.
The ritual transformation of death into “la
pascua florida,” the Spanish term for Eas-
ter, is visually enacted in this expression of
grief and tribute.

After a scripture reading by a woman
and a sermon by the priest, the Pésame sec-
tion of the service begins in which people
offer their condolences to the Virgin. A
dance and song are performed before the
statue of La Soledad, which has been dressed
in a long purple gown with a black shawl
and mantilla; accompanied by a guitar, the
singer kneels before the statue singing, “Aquf
estoy contigo” [I am here with you]. There
follow a series of zestimonios by various lay
people who look toward the statue of the
virgin while telling their stories to her, of-

fering their pésames; it is as if the people in
the church are merely a secondary audience
and the public oral narrative is in fact ut-
tered to Nuestra Sefiora de la Soledad. In the
1998 ceremony, the auxiliary bishop was so
moved by the testimonies that he himself
decided during the ceremony to present his
own—the story of burying his father one
week earlier. The usual practice of the clergy
leading liturgies and sometimes encourag-
ing lay people to participate is reversed here,
as the laity instead drew the bishop into the
ceremony.

A group of Spanish-costumed danc-

ers perform a sad, moving dance to liturgi-
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cal music before the figure of Christ en-
tombed in flowers. To end the ceremony,
las tres Marias in mantillas hold the instru-
ments of the Passion on white satin cush-
ions as members of the congregation file up
to kiss the crown of thorns, the nails and
the whip. Some also venerate the buried
Christ figure once again before leaving for
the night. With the end of the reenactments
of the most important day of Holy Week
for Latinos, Good Friday, the events of
Semana Santa are all but finished. One fi-
nal dramatic scene will be reenacted at the
Easter Vigil Mass Saturday evening in which
the official liturgical rituals of the Church
predominate. After the lights are turned off,
the Paschal candle is ceremoniously lit, ev-
eryone lights a small white candle from the
flame, lengthy readings from the Old Tes-
tament are finished and several women and
children run down the main aisle of the
church shouting in Spanish that Christ is
risen. The lights of the cathedral are sud-
denly turned on, joyful music is played and,
after the excitement subsides, the traditional
Mass continues.

Merging popular traditions that have
been practiced for centuries in Spain and
Latin America, the people of San Fernando
Cathedral reconfigure the official liturgies
prescribed by the Church for Holy Week
observations. The rigors of modern life in a
large urban city in the United States do not
permit the elaborate week-long reenact-
ments and public processions that occur
throughout Latin America and Spain, es-
pecially Sevilla, during Holy Week. How-
ever, Latinos in San Antonio reterritorialize
their ethnic religious traditions in the secu-
lar and sacred spaces in and around the ca-
thedral that lies at the center of the city.
With the encouragement of progressive
clergy such as Fathers Elizondo and Garcfa,
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they rebalance the emphasis traditionally
given the various liturgical celebrations of
Holy Week. In what is perhaps a holdover
of the medieval preoccupation with death
which the Spaniards brought to the New
World at the time of the Conquest, the re-
enactment of the Passion and death of
Christ are the most elaborate spatially and
temporally. In this revised scenario, the
feasts of Palm Sunday and Holy Thursday
serve as rising action to central drama of
the lengthy ritual displays and reenactments
of Good Friday, and the Holy Saturday
Easter Vigil functions as falling action. In
these special ritualized moments that are
both out of the ordinary yet strongly im-
bued with elements of the ordinary, most
participants see a continuum of popular and
official religion, rather than a dichotomy
between the two. The border between offi-
cial and popular religiosity becomes porous,
as do the separations between secular and
sacred space, the material and the spiritual,
and the present and the past.

Nonetheless, as Linda Hutcheon has
noted with respect to the border erosion of
postmodern art, divisions and separations
do not disappear even as they are tran-
scended (37). Secular and sacred space re-
tain their distinct material presences before,
during, and after popular religious expres-
sion calls them into question. It is precisely
the distinction between the two realms that
gives the event or practice its special char-
acter and salience. There is a sense of em-
powerment when ethnic religious ritual
takes over the downtown streets of San An-
tonio, when a procession with the statue of
Nuestra Senora de la Soledad deliberately
leaves the church and proudly displays it-
self amid the busy secular life of the city, or
when the pre-Nativity reenactment of the
posada ritually revisits civil sites that seem
inhospitable to Latinos in everyday life.
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Archbishop Flores retains his hierarchical
identity while engaging in the humbling
activity of carrying the heavy cross. The in-
struments of the Passion do not lose their
ancient historical ritual presence when they
are integrated into this twentieth-century
religious observance. The powerful, mate-
rial objects and rituals reconfigured by
Latino Catholics in San Fernando Cathe-
dral do not erase all of the border tensions,
social problems, or suffering of this dias-
poric community, but reterritorialize its
presence in the U.S. as a vibrant, self-as-
sured people of faith and action.

Notes

! The weekly Sunday bulletin of the parish
terms San Fernando Cathedral “The Oldest
Cathedral Sanctuary in the United States:
Founded in 1731.” The original church was buile
from 1738 to 1750, and the walls of that church
form the sanctuary of the present cathedral.
Quite similarly, the adobe chapel of La Con-
quistadora in the St. Francis Cathedral in Santa
Fe, New Mexico, was constructed in 1717. It
was formally named a cathedral (the site of the
bishop’s throne or “cathedra,”) with the arrival
of Bishop Lamy in August 1851. The church of
San Fernando was named a cathedral in 1874.
See Chévez, 1, 21, and 45; and Matovina, “De-
velopment of a Tradition,” 52.

2 Elizondo was appointed Rector by Arch-
bishop Patrick Flores who in 1970 became the
first Mexican-American bishop in the United
States. Appointed Archbishop in 1979, Flores
is the only Mexican-American in the country
currently holding this office.

? For a key study of a wide variety of material
objects in popular use within American Christian-
ity, see McDannell. For an analysis of the interac-
tion between viewer and image at work in some
of the key sacred objects of devotion in San
Fernando Cathedral, see Morgan, 50-54.

% For an excellent study of San Martin de
Porres through the optics of semiotics, subaltern
studies theory, and narratology, see Garcia-Rivera.
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3That is, the milieu and religious traditions
widely practiced before the Council of Trent
(1545-1563). For a discussion of some of these
traditions, sece Swanson, and Espin, 148-74.

¢ See, for example, the remembrances of
Mary Helen Ponce in her autobiography Hoyt
Street. She notes that even before Vatican II,
Mexican immigrants in her community in
Pacoima, California in the 1940s rraveled ro the
church at La Placita in downtown Los Angeles
or to the shrine of the Virgin of San Juan de los
Lagos in Sunland to carry on popular religious
rituals when their own priest discouraged them
from engaging in their popular traditions.

7 For a contextualizing of the San Antonio
Holy Week ceremonies see Rourke. Goizueta
(32-37) analyzes the popular Latino rituals prac-
ticed during the Tridium in San Fernando Ca-
thedral. For a description of the elaborate Holy
Week ceremonies in Guatemnala, see Williams.

¥ See www.sfcathedral.org for pictures of
Holy Week rituals in the Cathedral, and the ex-
cellent video Sow! of the City: Alma Del Pueblo.
Prod. Addn Medrano, Mexican-American Cul-
tural Center, San Antonio. Videotape. 1996. (A
website with images and audio from the video-
tape may be found at:
www.jmcommunications.com/movies/soul.)

® Many of the dertails I describe here are
based on my participation in the Holy Week
rituals at San Fernando in April 1998, thanks
to the generous invitation of Father Virgilio
Elizondo and Timothy Matovina and the sup-
port of the Lilly Endowment. Twenty schol-
ars took part in the “San Fernando Holy Week
Conference, 1998” to observe and analyze this
important example of Latino popular religi-
osity.

' Elizondo notes that parish societies such
as the Guadalupanas and the St. Vincent de Paul
Society work with high school students to dis-
tribute the bread after it is blessed to the sick
and others who are unable to attend the service.
See Christianity and Culture 187.

"' While, strictly speaking, the reenactments
of Palm Sunday and the Last Supper might be
said to be the first scenes of the Passion Play,
they function in fact as a prelude to the domi-
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nant performance of Holy Week on Good Fri-
day. The act performed in the side garden as
people re-enter and leave the church again at
the end of the Holy Thursday service is differ-
ent from the preceding episodes and signals the
official beginning of the street drama thar will
take place the following morning. In scale, spec-
tacle, and dynamism, it foregrounds itselfas part
of the Passion Play rather than as the final ele-
ment of the Holy Thursday liturgy.

12 For an important record of another Pas-
sion Play in which local people played roles and
carried hand-carved statues in procession to re-
enact the events, see Steele.

13 For stunning visual images and a detailed
analysis of the Sevilla processions, see Gémez
Lara and Barrientos.
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