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INTRODUCTION 

Religion and literature have always influenced each 

other. How much they depend on each other is acknowledged 

by Martin Luther: "I am persuaded that without knowledge 

of literature pure theology cannot at all endure, just as 

heretofore, when letters have declined and lain prostrate, 

theology, too has wretchedly fallen and lain prostrate; nay, 

I see that there has never been a great revelation of the 

Word of God unless He has first prepared the way by the 

rise and prosperity of languages and letters, as though 

they were John the Baptists . . . ." The relationship be

tween religion and literature is evident in the growing 

volume of Chicano literature. The purpose of this study 

will be to examine how Chicano writers are using religion in 

their works of literature in order to serve literary 

functions. 

Chicano authors use literature to manifest the Chicane's 

experience of life. In their stories (for the Chicano is 

fond of stories or cuentos), these authors deal with matters 

basic to existence--for example, work, love, death, etc. 

However, one subject which clearly pervades their works is 

religion. Several works depend almost entirely upon the 

protagonists' attitudes concerning religion, and religion is 

important, in particular ways, to the tone and development 



of other stories. These works reveal the fact that the 

religious influence is such an integral part of Chicano life 

that genuine literary expression of that life must account 

for the religious customs and practices of the Chicano. To 

make such an assertion does not necessarily mean that reli

gion is being advocated by Chicano authors. In dealing with 

this subject, this study will note the varying and diverse 

attitudes of Chicano authors toward religion. 

Religion in Chicano literature is, in many cases, a 

matter of traditions handed down; it is not a theology that 

has been worked out rationally. The Chicano is fond of 

statues, especially those of the Virgin of Guadalupe, as 

Steiner has observed: "In the village adobe and the barrio 

home, the statuette and tinted print of the Virgin of Guada

lupe or Jesus on the Cross is almost as omnipresent as the 

television set. A family that is religious has its own home-
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made shrine." The religion portrayed in works by Chicano 

authors is closely related to the Chicane's sense of the 

rhythm of life. He is sure to devote religious celebration 

to the milestones of life--birth, marriage, and death. In 

addition, he gives special emphasis to certain events in his 

religion which have captured his attention. Christmas, Ash 

Wednesday, Palm Sunday, and Holy Week have all become impor

tant to him, and on these occasions churches are packed to 

their capacity. In these feasts, or to use the Chicane's 



own word, fiestas, he has captured the sense of birth and 

death, of sin and suffering, of joy and sorrow. These are 

the ingredients of life. 

Since this study concerns the way in which Chicano 

authors have used the religion of the Chicano with its 

customs and practices, it seems logical to provide some 

background information about the customs and practices that 

are part of the Chicane's conception of religion. Chapter 

One will contain this background information. 

Chapter Two will be used to introduce a variety of 

short works by Chicano authors. These authors demonstrate 

that more than just a few Chicano writers have concerned 

themselves with religion. The work of these authors will 

reveal recurrent usages of the same customs and practices. 

The structure of the chapter will reveal that these customs 

and practices can be considered in three main categories. 

One category will deal with customs and practices found in 

stories which feature a priest. Another category will con

sider customs and practices associated with religious cele

brations of baptisms, communions, weddings, and funerals. 

The third category concerns works involving the following 

religious traditions: 1) devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe, 

2) Christmas and gift giving, 3) the Fall, and 4) a legend 

concerning San Lorenzo. 



Chapter Three will feature an analysis of religious 
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elements in Bless Me^ Ultima. This novel by Rudolfo Anaya 

is considered a major work in Chicano literature. It was 

awarded the second annual Premio Quinto Sol which was 

established by a group of Chicano intellectuals to recognize 

and encourage excellence in Chicano literature. Since the 

novel centers on the religious quest of the protagonist, 

this chaper will consider how religious elements are used in 

the development of the protagonist and the contribution of 

these religious elements to the literary quality of the work 

Tomas Rivera's collection of short stories ". . . v no 
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se lo trago la tierra" will be examined m Chapter Four. 

Rivera has received international acclaim for this work, 

which won the first award of Premio Quinto Sol. The format 

of the book is quite unusual; the work contains twelve sto

ries symbolizing a year. The twelve stories are preceded 

by a story which acts as a sort of prologue and are reviewed 

and expanded upon in a concluding account. With the excep

tion of the first story, each story is introduced by a short 

anecdote which, the author has indicated, was intended to 
5 

act as a vertebra linking the stories together. In this 

chapter those stories which make major use of religion will 

be analyzed and the literary contribution of religious ele

ments will be considered. 



I have selected the works of Rivera and Anaya for treat

ment in single chapters because they are major recognized 

works in Chicano literature and also because they offer 

interesting approaches to religion in literature. In the 

concluding chapter I will draw some comparisons between 

these two talented authors and comment on the findings of 

these studies. 

Prior to beginning this study, there are several matters 

that need clarification. First, it is sometimes difficult to 

distinguish, in the world of Chicanes, between religion that 

derives from the Church and that which has its origin in 

folklore and simple superstition. For this reason I have 

taken wide latitude in applying the terms religion and reli

gious element. For my purposes I have identified as a reli

gious element anything which has a basis in some accepted 

teaching or practice of a church or which is related to an 

accepted teaching of a church. 

Another term which eludes precise definition is Chicano. 

Professor Edward Simmen has attempted a scholar's definition 

in which he places emphasis on the Chicano movement's mili-

tancy or activist propensity. I disagree with his inter

pretation. To me the word Chicano is simply an attempt at 

self definition. It denotes a person of Mexican or Spanish 

descent living in the United States. In this study I will 

use the term Chicanes to describe the people as they appear 



in Chicano works with their beliefs and their way of life. 

As will be seen, they are poor and simple, often lacking 

in formal education, but they contemplate the meaning of 

life and challenge it with hard, backbreaking work. From 

them the modern Chicano draws his strength and values in 

life. 

In their efforts to depict the Chicano, Chicano authors 

have often used the Spanish language. However, their Spanish 

is not the Spanish of the Academia Real, but rather the liv

ing colorful language of the Chicano which more often than 

not "Spanishizes" Anglo words—for example, troguitas, luta, 

dompe, and jamborgues. Another feature of the Spanish of 

these works is that it is deeply imbued with religion and 

contains many more references to God than does English. 

This seems to be a general characteristic of the Spanish 

language. In Spanish, for example, the name Jesus is no 

shock. In fact, a large number of names for Chicano chil

dren come from saints who are to serve them as models. Ref

erences to God come naturally, and are not blasphemous or 

malicious as they often are in English. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE CHICANO RELIGION: CUSTOMS AND PRACTICES 

The Chicano tradition includes many religious customs 

and practices, a number of which appear in Chicano litera

ture. In this chapter I propose to provide some background 

information which will later be necessary for the analysis 

of specific Chicano works of literature. Most of the reli

gious customs and practices that are outlined in the follow

ing pages are characteristic of Mexican as well as Chicano 

culture. But a review of these customs and practices will 

nevertheless facilitate the discussion in later chapters 

of how they function in various literary works. For clari

fication, I use the term religious custom to designate an 

established and long-standing practice, and the term reli

gious practice to refer to actions which are common but do 

not have as solid a foundation in time as do customs. 

Any account of the religious practices and customs of 

the Chicano would be somewhat incomplete without first 

observing that Chicanes are in some ways a pilgrim people. 

In a sociological sense, the Chicano experience is related 

to the ancient tradition of a people looking for a homeland. 

This tradition has its roots in the experience of Abraham 

and the tribes of Israel. It is a tradition which expresses 

the experience of a pilgrim people—that is, a people on 
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the move, now in travail, but with the hope of a promised 

land containing comfort and joy. 

The Book of Exodus expresses well the conditions and 

the hopes of a pilgrim people: "And Yahv;oh said, 'I have 

seen the miserable state of my people in Egypt. I have 

heard their appeal to be free of their slave-drivers. Yes, 

I am well aware of their sufferings. I mean to deliver them 

out of the hands of the Egyptians and bring them up out of 

that land to a land rich and broad, a land where milk and 

honey flow . . .'" 

Expressing the experience of such a movement, the edi-
2 

tors of Literatura Chicana have used the migratory theme 

as the basis for one of the sections in their anthology, and 

Carey McWilliams regards movement as central to the Chicano 

experience; therefore, he used it as a focus in entitling 
3 

his history of Chicanes North From Mexico. Thus, there 

exists the movement away from undesirable conditions toward 

something better. This is the essence of the experience of 

a pilgrim people. 

Besides the religious experience of a pilgrim people--

and related to it--the religious custom of a pilgrimage to 

a particular shrine is popular among Chicanes. Cesar Chavez 

speaks eloquently of this practice: 

In every religion-oriented culture "the pilgrimage" 
has had a place: a trip made with sacrifice and 
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hardship as an expression of penance and of commit
ment—and often involving a petition to the patron 
of the pilgrimage for some sincerely sought benefit 
of body or soul. Pilgrimage has not passed from 
Mexican culture. Daily at any of the major shrines 
of the country, and in particular at the Basilica 
of Our Lady of Guadalupe, there arrive pilgrims from 
all points. . . . Many of the "pilgrims" of Delano 
will have walked such pilgrimages themselves in 
their lives—perhaps as very small children even--
and cling to the memory of the day long marches, 
the camps at night, streams forded, hills climbed, 
the sacral aura of the sanctuary, and the "fiesta" 
that followed.4 

An examination of this quotation reveals the similarities. 

The experience and the custom have in common a hard journey 

and a promised land. In the case of the pilgrimage to a 

shrine, the promised land is the shrine itself with the hope 

of benefits it offers and the fiesta to be celebrated. 

In addition to the pilgrimage and its general impor

tance to their works, Chicano authors utilize and make ref

erences to several religious practices: the promesa, the 

wearing of medals and scapulars, the burning of candles, 

and keeping statues. 

The promesa is a pledge or promise which a person makes 

in return for a particular favor. The promesa can take a 

variety of forms. It can be a promise to visit a shrine, do 

a special act of penance, or perform some work of charity. 

Once the promesa is made and the favor is granted, the con

tract is regarded as solemnly binding; the belief has grown 

that even death cannot release one from fulfilling the 
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promesa. In regard to the dead fulfilling their promesa, I 

have a recording of my mother in which she says: 

(Los difunitos) nomas hacian la caravana pero no se 
dejaban ver. La cara no. Y tambien no creas que 
iban por el suelo. Dicen que asi nomas [a gesture 
indicating a few inches from the ground]. Y a camine 
y camine y camine. Eso toda la gente lo dice. Ya 
despues muchas veces cuando llevaban esas maletas las 
llevaban a la iglesia y alli las entregaban para que 
los padres las abrieran. Y eso era lo que encontraban 
puros huesos.5 

She also provides a description of a visit to San Juan and 

some of the penances done as part of promesas or mandas: 

Yo me acuerdo en un aho que fuimos nosotros a San 
Juan. /Ay Dios! En la ida a la fiesta de la Virgen 
pos nos venimos hasta por aca este lado de la subida 
del cerrito ya de salir de San Juan y no podiamos 
agarrar camion y sabes de que llegamos alli a un 
potrero y estaba un senor pero murie'ndose, muriendose 
de un dolor y pos mucha gente se arrimo'' a darle agua, 
a darle medecina y alguien empezo a decir que era que 
ya iba tan cansado que ya no queria ir a San Juan. Y 
la gente luego luego dice que era que iba renegando 
de que no, ya se iba devolver y estando alii tan 
cerquitas pos en la mera orilla de San Juan. Le pego 
un dolor como colico, pero eso nosotros lo vimos. Se 
revolcaba y se revolcaba en el suelo de tan malo que 
estaba. Al fin como . . . Hora tantos que van a pagar 
las mandas a San Juan. /Ay, ay, cosa tan triste! 
Unos van con unas pencas de nopales aqui en el pecho 
y aqui en la espalda. Mira, nomas les escurre la 
sangre. Ahora ya no les dejan pero eso era alia en 
aquellos tiempos. Unos iban con unas coronas de 
espinas, de esas espinas grandes de los mesquites. 
Aqui asi. Mira como Jesus de Nazareno les escurria 
la sangre. Y luego con unos lazos asi onde nomas 
podian dar el paso asi y ya los pies de aqui asi 
todos . . . la carne asi con la sangre escurriendo. 
Eso nostros lo vimos cuando ibamos a San Juan. j Ay 
que cosa tan triste! Otros de rodilias y toda la 
gente tendiendoles sus cobijas, lo que podian. Eran 
mandas que asi las tenian que pagar." 
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Frequently connected with the promesa is a visit of 

pilgrimage to a shrine. In ". . . y no se lo trago la 

tierra," Rivera mentions two of the most famous shrines in 

Mexico--San Juan and Guadalupe. These shrines have attained 

their fame because the people have come to have great faith 

in their patron saints. The shrines are covered with testi

monials of favors granted. Among these testimonials one may 

find a pair of crutches, pictures of the persons benefited, 

or silver lockets in the shape of hearts. When a person 

wishes to obtain a favor, he promises to visit the shrine. 

If he obtains the request, then he is obligated to fulfill 

the promesa. The favor requested can be anything. 

Another practice frequently carried out by Chicanes is 

the wearing of religious emblems as medals. Concerning the 

purpose of religious medals the New Catholic Encyclopedia 

comments: "Religious medals used by Catholics are not to be 

regarded as magic charms and amulets. Such superstition has 

been severely condemned by the Church. . . . The medal is a 

symbol that recalls to the believer his faith and his reli

gious duties. Such a reminder moves him to acts of rever

ence to God or to Christ, immediately or mediately through 
7 

the sacred person or event represented by the medal." In 

spite of the caution, simple people do attribute some kind 

of protective power to the medals. The uninstructed believe 

the medals have the power to ward off the devil or evil 
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spirits. Among the medals worn, the most popular have 

images of the Sacred Heart of Jesus or images of the Virgin 

Mary, although some medals may have the image of a particular 

saint. Of the latter, the St. Christopher medal for cars is 

probably the most widely known. 

The practice of wearing a scapular has a medieval ori

gin. The scapular was originally a part of the monk's habit. 

Later, laymen who wished to associate the-T,selves v/ith a par

ticular order were allowed to wear the scapular. Probably 

the most popular scapular came to be the brown scapular or 

the scapular of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel. The popularity of 

this scapular lay in a story concerning an apparition of Our 

Lady to St. Simon Stock. According to the story, the Virgin 

promised that v;hoever died wearing the scapular would not 
g 

suffer eternal fire. 

The burning of candles is another Chicano practice. 

This practice is explained by Orlando Fals-Borda: "'The 

Saucite has a complete trust in God, the Virgin Mary, and 

the saints. Prayers directed to them are given a material 

shape in the form of burning candles. The lighting of a 

candle has deep emotional significance, literally meaning 

that while it burns in front of a sacred statue, painting, 

or picture, the candle is constantly reminding the saint of 
9 

the things petitioned by the peasants.'" The Maryknoll Cath-

olic Dictionary also defines significance of the practice: 
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1) candles Liturgically, candles are not used for the 
purpose of giving light, but as a symbol of joy and to 
show honor to God, to holy persons or holy things. . . . 
Blessed candles are also used in private devotions by 
members of the Church in times of trouble or temptation, 
during thunderstorms, when receiving communion of the 
sick, at the hour of death. 
2) candles, votive Burning tapers in receptacles of 
glass placed before an altar, shrine, or statue. 
Originally used to beautify these places. Now the 
most important function they serve is a source of 
revenue.^^ 

These two sources generally indicate the meaning of the prac

tice. The candle, in effect, is a physical symbol of prayer 

and honor. Statues are generally used in conjunction with 

the candles. They are kept as a sign of veneration and 

honor toward the saint that they represent, and are common 

to Chicano households. 

Chicano authors also make widespread reference to the 

custom of compadrazgo. In Rivera's work, six of the four

teen stories contain a reference to a compadre or comadre. 

The fact that the relationship is alluded to this frequently 

is an indication of its importance. In an anthopological 

study of a modern Aztec village, William Madsen devotes one 

12 
whole chapter to the subject. 

The relationship of compadrazgo is founded upon the 

sacrament of baptism. When a child is baptized, he must 

have at least one sponsor, although the general rule is a 

couple. The responsibility of the sponsor is to secure the 

religious education of the child. This responsibility falls 

on the godparent, if his godson's parents should die, or if 
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they are negligent. In return the godchild is obligated to 

have a special respect for his godparent. Between the 

parents and the godparents there generally exists a strong 

relationship of friendship. It is hard to say whether it is 

a priori or a posteriori. The fact is that people choose 

friends for the function, and this in turn strengthens the 

friendship, since receiving an invitation to be a godparent 

is an honor. Although the relationship of compadrazgo pri

marily rests on the sacrament of baptism, it is also con

tracted through confirmation, first communion, and marriage. 

However, the ties contracted through these sacraments are 

not as strong as the ties contracted through baptism. 

Among the special celebrations of Chicano religious 

life is the custom of first confession and communion. First 

confession and communion are sacraments generally received at 

age six or seven. Before receiving these sacraments the 

child is instructed at length in their meaning and learns 

various formal prayers; for example, he learns the Lord's 

Prayer, The Hail Mary, and the Act of Contrition. In prepa

ration for confession, the child is taught a distinction 

between three types of sin--venial, mortal, and sacrilege. 

The Maryknoll Catholic Dictionary describes them in these 

terms: 

sin, venial (L. venia, pardon) An offense against 
God not serious enough to cause the loss of sancti
fying grace. 
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sin, mortal The transgression in a gravo matter of 
law which is made with full advertance and full 
consent. It is called mortal (bringing death) 
because it cuts the sinner off from sanctifying 
grace and in a sense brings death to the soul. 
sacrilege (L. sacer, sacred; legare, to carry off) 
The violation of sacred persons, places, or things. 
. . . Sacrilege is a grievous sin against religion 
which admits of slight matter.1^ 

In confession, all mortal sins and sacrileges must be con

fessed by kind and number as accurately as possible. To 

the religious celebration at church the Chicano has added 

some extra touches. There is a traditional breakfast at 

home consisting of hot chocolate and sweet bread. The god

parents, friends, and relatives are invited to attend. 

Another custom mentioned in Chicano works is the one 

of preaching missions. The Maryknoll Catholic Dictionary 

gives this definition for one: 

mission, popular—Another name for a parish mission. 
These missions are preached in parishes at regular 
intervals, usually separately for men and women. 
They last up to a week and have the purpose of re
storing the spiritual fervor of the parishioners. 
Special mission bands go from parish to parish in 
this work. At one time the preaching of these mis
sions was confined to members of religious orders 
but in recent years it has not been uncommon for a 
diocese to organize its own band of secular priests.l^ 

The mission is somewhat akin to the Protestant revival. They 

are held among Chicanes at intervals of at least a year and 

generally well attended. The missionary who preaches the 

mission is usually a good speaker and the people respond 

emotionally to his message. The appeal of the mission to 
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the Chicano may lie in his willingness to be reminded of his 

sinfulness, and the appeal he sees in the sufferings of Christ 

and his promise of a glorious resurrection. Furthermore, the 

mission has the character of something special and out of 

the regular routine, a fact which adds to its appeal. 

Gift-giving is one of the great traditional customs 

associated with religion in the western world. In the United 

States the custom has been associated with Christmas and 

Santa Claus. In other parts of the world, including Mexico, 

the custom has been related to the feast of the Magi. This 

feast falls on the traditional date of January the sixth. 

One of Rivera's tales depends, to some extent, upon the 

conflicting times when gift-giving should be observed. 

With his deep faith in the power of the supernatural, 

the Chicano is attracted by whatever may protect him against 

that power. He relies on the custom of blessings and exor

cisms performed by the priest or a curandero to protect him. 

The blessing is symbolic of God's protection and can be a 

defense against danger. An example is the blessing for 

automobiles taken from the Ritual, the Catholic church's 

official book for rites: 

O Lord God listen favorably to our prayers and with 
your right hand bless this car. Send your holy 
angels so that all who ride in it may be delivered 
and guarded from every danger. And as you granted 
faith and grace by the deacon, Philip, to the man 
from Ethiopia who was sitting in his chariot and 
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reading holy scripture. Show the way of salvation 
to your servants, so that, helped by your grace 
and always intent on doing good works, they may, 
after all the trials of their pilgrimage and life 
on earth, attain to everlasting joy. Through 
Christ Our Lord Amen.^^ 

For blessings like this, the priest usually receives a 

stipend, which goes toward his upkeep. The stipend is sup

posed to be voluntary and is not to be interpreted as pay

ment for the blessing, but this distinction is not always 

kept. Besides the blessings, the Catholic Church also 

maintains the practice of exorcism which is used to expel 

evil spirits, but this practice is reserved for the priest 

and may not be exercised without the special permission of 

the bishop under whose jurisdiction the priest operates. 

Finally, the religious spirit of the Chicano is grounded 

upon a deeply embedded belief in an omnipotent God. Since 

God is seen as all powerful. He is invoked especially in 

prayer. The prayer can be simply a short phrase such as 

"Dios lo tenga en paz," or it may be any of a variety of 

formal prayers that are, in many cases, known by heart. A 

third form of prayer is also popular; it is an informal 

prayer composed by the person as he expresses his thoughts 

and needs to his Creator. 

Although it is possible to list other customs and 

practices concerning the religion of the Chicano, or even 

to extend the explanations of those listed above, the 
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foregoing survey generally accounts for the basic religious 

attitudes that are expressed by the characters of the Chicano 

writers that are discussed in the following pages. To go 

further in searching out the origins and theories of these 

religious practices would be fruitless, for the religion of 

Chicano literary characters is not one of sophisticated, 

scholarly dogma. 
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CHAPTER II 

RELIGION IN CHICANO LITERATURE: AN OVERVIKW 

IN SELECTED WORKS 

Chicano authors make use of the religious customs and 

practices of the Chicano people in their literary works. In 

this chapter I will point out the use of these customs and 

practices especially as they are associated with tho priest, 

with special religious celebrations, and with traditions of 

the Chicano. As will be indicated, a qood number oi authors 

use the priest and the celebrations as a means of CM iticizing 

traditions and beliefs which they believe are not in the best 

interest of the Chicano. 

The priest is, in a sense, the personification of 

religion. Frequently he can be the touchstone whic!i measures 

the author's attitude toward religion, whether that attitude 

is positive or negative. The following series of stories 

indicate his role and the treatment he receives. First I 

will consider the stories with positive aspects, tl»»>n stories 

with critical aspects. 

"El Mago," by Ronald Arias, is an account of the experi

ence of a young girl with a curandero, whom the author de

scribes as a hypnotist, a soothsayer, and a doctor of sorts. 

The young girl, Luisa, goes to visit El Mago with ihe grand

mother of her best friend Sally. The visit is prematurely 

21 
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cut off when Sally is frightened by a mummy. Luisa is in

trigued by the many strange objects in the curandero's 

house, and later decides to visit El Mago on her own. 

At the beginning of the work, the author presents an 

indirect reference to the priest in his traditional role 

of preacher and religious teacher: 

This Sunday, like many Sundays before, the two 
girls [Luisa and Sally] sat fidgeting in their blue 
corduroy jumpers and plain white blouses, jsut be
hind the nuns, listening to words about Christ and 
God and the Virgin and so many saints they would 
never keep count, sat watching a fly rub together 
what looked like its hands, watching the sleepy 
altar boy with his shoelaces untied, sat playing 
silent games with their fingers and feet, folding 
and unfolding catechism pamphlets, waiting, finally 
tiring and waiting some more.-̂  

Since Luisa and Sally come from apparently well edu

cated and practicing Catholic families, it seems odd that 

the grandmother would visit a curandero. Curanderos are 

generally opposed by the priest who forbids the people to 

visit them because often curanderos are supposed to deal with 

superstitions and magic prayers. However, this visit seems 

to be for medical purposes, rather than for soothsaying pur

poses: "Luisa and Sally met him the time they accompanied 

Sally's grandmother on a visit about her migraines and pains 

in her vesiculas." This seems to offer an explanation. 

Thus, the author does not try to set the curandero in opposi

tion to the priest. 
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In this story the author is not trying to make any 

special point about religion or the priest. The reference 

to mass and the priest's preaching is simply an ordinary 

occurrence in life and speaks of the common experience of 

many Chicanes. 

"The Apple Trees" is a short story by a Chicano author

ess, Estela Portillo, who has a growing reputation for her 

literary skill. In 1973 she was awarded a special citation 

by the Premio Quinto Sol. Her story is about the desolation 

of a fertile valley of apple orchards brought about by a 

tragic heroine Nina. After a nightmarish experience in 

which Nina is sold to four men by her stepmother, she be

comes the maid of a blind old priest. 

The priest is sympathetically portrayed as kind, much 

aware of God, and attentive to his parishioners. He is 

apparently instrumental in bringing Nina a small measure of 

peace: "There were se many things he remembered after that. 

The church services, the clean, angelic singing the bells, 

all were a reinforcement of a worth in life. She learned 
3 

to sleep again: she learned to av;aken happy with the day." 

The contact with the priest brings on a search for God: 

"She would go into the church when it was empty and try to 

find God. 'Are you there? God! Are you there?' There was 

a silence. She became bitter. 'I don't believe anything, do 

you hear? I don't believe anything!' She felt better after 
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getting back at God's silence." The search is propelled by 

the tragedies of Nina's young life; that is why she is 

defiant. Nevertheless, Nina never completely abandons 

belief in God, for even on the brink of her suicide she is 

still calling out, "'God are you there?'" 

The passage in which the priest appears in "The Apple 

Trees" is short. In the narrative of Nina's life it is like 

an island of repose amid a sea of turbulence. The priest is 

present not simply as a means of providing verisimilitude, 

but as a symbol of goodness opposed to the evilness of Nina. 

In her three-act drama, "The Day of the Swallows," 

Portillo again portrays a priest in a positive light. The 

priest. Father Prado, is seen through Josefa's eyes; she is 

the main character, a hard worker for the barrio people whom 

he loves. In his own conversation Father Prado reveals a 

spirit of appreciation for the efforts of Josefa and a spirit 

of compassion for Clara, one of the characters who has gone 

insane. The priest performs the usual sacerdotal functions: 

he celebrates mass, conducts the procession, gives blessings, 

and hears confession. 

The priest's role as confessor is important to the de

velopment of the drama. Toward the end of the play, over

whelmed by the misdeeds she has committed, Josefa feels the 

need to confess. She summons Father Pardo and does so. Her 

confession follows the traditional mode. There is a petition 
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asking forgiveness: "'Forgive me. Father, for I have 

sinned.'" That the priest is the aqent of God is demon

strated when he says: ".'God forgives,'" "'God forgive you!'" 
7 

and "'Jesucristo perdona a tu hija.'" Josefa knows that 

she is lacking an essential element tor confession, remorse: 

Father . . . before I tell you . . . you must know . . . I I I 

I do not feel sorry . . . I want . . . I need . . . the calm 
g 

. . . to keep things as they are.'" Nevertheless, Josefa 

knows that she must atone for her sins as part of the sacra

ment, and she promises to do so: "'Don't grieve for me. 

Father . . . for what I have done, I am willing to atone . . . 

David will be my whole life . . . I will create beauty for 
9 

him . . . for you . . . for the barrio people . . .'" 

Josefa's confession is a device which permits the 

author to bring the drama to a climax. Through it there is 

a natural self-revelation that would otherwise be impossible. 

And the device offers the possibility of interaction between 

penitent and priest. 

Father Prado also plays another role; he is the model 

of faith opposed to Josefa, who turns out to be an unbeliever 

The priest comments that there is much of God in Josefa, and 

receives the startling reply: "'God in me? . . .no. Father 

, , , no . . . I failed goodness . . . I wanted, I prayed . . 

to save my soul as the church instructed . . . as your faith 

believed.'" Father Prado then points to Josefa's signs of 
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faith: "'But . . . you are the most pious . . . the most 

constant . . . in the barrio . . . Faith shines in you . . . 

all the beauty you create.'" Josefa then explains the 

source of her deeds: "Faith? Oh, no. Father . . . It was 

not faith, it was the light of my magicians . . . I bear 

1 2 
the children of light! I am its high priestess.'" 

The exchange involves a familiar theme of Chicano liter

ature: the Christian religion has failed. For Josefa there 

is no railing against the failure. In fact, there seems to 

be a lament that it did not work. The indictment of religion 

as a failure is frequently associated vrith social conditions; 

here the failure appears to be a purely personal matter. 

The exchange is also a revelation of the priest's views on 

the practice of faith. 

The position of the priest is one of authority. In a 

humorous short story about a Protestant baptism, the author 

Juan Antonio Garcia mentions a priest attempting to command 

his flock, but to no avail: "No obstante, la congregacion 

que se habia reunido era de tamano pontificial para un pueblo 

tan chico, pero la ocasion era tan ilustre que aun los 

catolicos y la Cofradia de nuestro Padre Jesus de Nazareno, 

habia desobedecido al Padre Leon De la Valle para asistir a 

13 esta junta." The mention of the people's disobedience is 

humorous, and the orders add a touch of reality by recalling 

the rivalry between the competing denominations. 
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With "El Milagrucho" by Raquel Moreno, we move to a 

series of stories and poems which are critical of the priest 

and religion. The criticism will be directed at times to the 

priest personally and at times to the teaching and the be

liefs which he represents. 

"El Milagrucho" is a humorous story which employs many 

Pachuco expressions, a dialect of Spanish found in some 

barrios. The story concerns a pachuco, Tuercas, who has 

lost his girlfriend. Tuercas goes to church and prays to 

San Martin de Porres for a miracle; he threatens to cut the 

statue to pieces if his favor is not granted. Tuercas is 

overheard by the sacristan, who runs to inform the priest. 

Not wishing to risk losing an expensive statue, the priest 

orders the sacristan to replace the large statue with a 

smaller one. Having received his favor, Tuercas returns the 

next day to make his offering, but, when he finds only the 

small statue, he thinks it is a child of San Martin. Being 

distrustful, Tuercas leaves only a small offering. The 

sacristan again witnesses the scene and informs the priest 

of their mistake and loss. 

The story involves the depiction of a man who is not 

ordinarily religious but who is v/illing to pray after his own 

fashion. By praying, Tuercas demonstrates faith in the grant

ing of his request. The priest, on the other hand, shows 

his lack of faith in his unv/illingness to risk the statue. 
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In the test he proves to be lacking in faith and, moreover, 

favors material things over the spiritual faith which he 

surely preaches. 

In Estampas del valle y otras obras, the 1973 Premio 

Quinto Sol winner, Rolando Hinojosa presents a short selec

tion entitled "Al pozo con Bruno Cano." It is an account of 

two men, Bruno Cano and Meliton Burnias, who set out to dig 

up a treasure in a neighbor's lot. When the two men have 

dug deep, they strike something. Burnias is frightened and 

runs away leaving the unfortunate Cano in a deep pit crying 

for help. Don Pedro Zamudio, the local priest who is on his 

way to church early in the morning, hears the cries of Cano. 

I^en he approaches the pit, the insistence of the priest 

on explanations and his comment that Cano is fat infuriate 

Cano so that he curses the priest. Cano goes so far as to 

curse the priest's mother. The priest begins to pray and 

Cano continues to curse. In the midst of the praying and 

cursing, Cano dies. When friends of the deceased come to 

persuade the priest to perform the burial, he refuses. How

ever, they convince him and a grand funeral is had much to don 

Pedro's chagr in. 

Hinojosa uses a good numiber of religious customs and 

practices in this short story. Foremost is the respect which 

is traditionally due the priest. Cano violates this tradi

tion with his curse, and the priest is sensitive about this. 
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for he remarks: "mira, que echarle de la madre a todo un 

1 s 
sacerdote de la santa madre iglesia." 

The author is critical of the personal virtues of the 

priest. The priest is unforgiving and his parishioners re

mind him that he, of all people, should be able to do that: 

"Si, don Pedro, pero si alguien puede perdonar deberia ser 

usted. El cura." More than unforgiving, the priest is 

uncharitable almost to the point of hypocrisy, for he prays 

when he should be helping Cano out of the pit. The prayers 

of the priest are a farce, for he prays while Cano curses, 

and, when the dead Cano no longer curses, don Pedro piously 

says: "jNo ve? Con los rezos se allega a la paz. Ya va 

amaneciendo. Dentro poco vendran por usted." 

In spite of his shortcomings, the priest is necessary to 

begin the funeral. Through this fact, Hinojosa is pointing 

out the Chicane's attachment to ritual, and the indispensable 

role which the priest plays in it. 

The treatment Hinojosa has given don Pedro is similar 

to what Moreno has done with the priest in "El Milagrucho." 

Humor is used to criticize the clerics in both stories. The 

former for lacking the virtues of forgiveness and charity, 

the latter for being deficient as a model of faith. 

Juan Antonio Garcia's "El padrecito moderno" uses humor 

to attack, not the priest, but one of the venerated tradi

tions of the Catholic Church, celibacy. The poem is about a 
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priest who is often distracted by mini skirts and finally 

decides to marry. Toward the end, the poem loses some of 

its humor and becomes polemical, as can be seen in these 

concluding lines: 

Ahora soy el ex-padrecito moderno de gozo replete. 
Sigo siendo cristiano, aunque en lo cercano rompi 

contrato. 
Soy tambien, padre de familia; el matrimonio complete 

Mi conciencia ya no tiene remordimiento del demise 
celibate. 

Semes los tres felices de casa e inocentes 
de faltas, 

Pues soy buen padre, esposo y de buenas costumlpres 
sensate 

Me case con una de las dignas y preciosas 
minifaldas. 

/Y entre los dos le dimes su merecide 
descanze al celibate!18 

Alurista in his poem "alia ajiiera" uses the device of a 

questioning young child to protest social conditions, and to 

criticize the teaching of the priest. Through the child, 

the poet subtly protests accepting these conditions as God's 

will and protests the passivity of the church. The priest 

in the poem chooses to promise a future reward rather than 

to act now. The poem shows that the poet is sensitive to 

social issues and to the active role which the church and 

religion can or should play in remedying injustices. In the 

poem Alurista prods not in outrage, but, nevertheless 

effectively: 

mama, mama why? 
why he out there? 

(pos, pos asi lo quizo diosito) 
mama i seen you cry 

and tired 
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and we go to church on Sundays 
and father josue says diosito love us 
and he says we gonna be happy 

when we die.^^ 

Although he does not mention the priest, Victor Mejia 

in "cY Dios?" reflects the same concern and protest as 

Alurista. His poem shows a concern for the poor and the 

frustration of the narrator at never being able to pinpoint 

God. The poem reveals an implied conflict between the par

ents and the narrator. This is a theme that is repeated 

time and again in Chicano literature. We will see it later 

in the chapters dealing with Anaya and Rivera. The poem 

achieves literary quality because of its simple language 

and understated tone: 
Cuando escucho a mis padres 
Quienes hablan mejor que yo 
Que Dios cuida de los pobres 
Quizas es verdad y quizas no lo sea 

Si algun dia me preguntan 
en donde, puede estar Dios 
Los mirare y tan solo contestare 
jamas he visto a tan importante ser 20 

a tan importante ser. 

The priest, as these selections have shown, is part of 

Chicano literature. In life he holds a key position, and 

Chicano literature reflects this fact. Almost invariably 

religious customs like prayer and the sacraments surround him 

and the people. He is necessary for ritual functions, and 

the people listen to him as a preacher and teacher. 
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In the second part of this chapter I will deal with 

stories which concern themselves with the religious cele

brations and traditions of the Chicano. I will explain 

what they are, how they are used, and indicate the literary 

value which these celebrations and traditions add to the 

stories. The sacrament of baptism is one of the religious 

celebrations of the Chicano. Juan Antonio Garcia has ex

plored this topic in a humorous short story about a unique 

character dona Porfiria and her dog Olivero. Dona Porfiria 

is a religious fanatic who converts to the latest religion 

in town, carries on a mortal combat with Lucifer, and is 

fond of revivals. Olivero is an old, wrinkled, toothless 

dog who is an expert at stealing eggs and is faithfully 

devoted to his mistress. In the hilarious climax, the dog 

attacks the minister, who is going to submerge dona Porfiria, 

All three fall into the pit, which dona Porfiria has dug in 

a stream for the baptisms. 

The preacher performing the baptisms is fond of quoting 

the Bible. In his sermon, he recalls Agamemnon, the prophe

sies about the end of the world, and, of course, the baptism 

of Christ. Garcia also uses scriptural images for the sake 

of description; for example, he describes the peace and 

tranquility of the New Mexican village as second only to 

that of the Garden of Eden; the piles of rock taken from 

dona Profiria's field are so many that they could build 

miniature pyramids like the ones in Egypt. 
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In this story Garcia has used the Bible as a source of 

imagery. By making the baptism the focal point of the story, 

the author can humorously introduce related religious ele

ments like the devil, prayer, and preaching. The character

ization of dona Porfiria is accomplished through her associ

ation with religious practices like the revival, the 

baptism, her prayers, and her battle with the devil. The 

author has no intention o*-" treating the subject seriously. 

However, he does reflect accurately the beliefs and ideas 

associated with the celebration of this sacrament. 

The Chicano celebrates the sacrament of communion. 

First comm.union is especially significant, as later will be 

indicated in the works of Anaya and Rivera. In his poetry, 

Alurista also recognizes the meaning of communion and its 

importance to the Chicano. In "las canicas y mis callos," 

he uses communion to express the union of la raza and the 

land. The poem deals with the freedom of la raza and the 

land which belongs to it. In addition to communion, the 

poet presents the mass, prayer, and purification. Thus, he 

incorporates these associated religious elements into the 

effective imagery of his poem: 

and i must groove on hot dogs? 
and skip mass 

kneel not to play canicas 
and carve nuddy callos 

to dissolve in my wet tongue 
salted tortilla 
pan de dios 

in communion with my land 
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i will confess my ancestry 
hincado 
lengua de fuera 

shut eyelids 
munecas en rezo 
para purificarme 
con la hostia of my land.^l 

"bendita suerte" is another poem in which Alurista uses 

the imagery of communion to express union. In this poem the 

poet is speaking of the union of the Chicano with la Raza. 

To express this union, Alurista also uses the image of a 

wedding, another occasion which the Chicano is fond of cele

brating. Describing and rejoicing in the union of la Raza 

and the Chicano, Alurista writes: 

-- before the altar 
she weeps 

and i rejoice 
our children 

la Raza, madre de mis hijos 
morena virgen 

bendita suerte 

Chicanito 
dulce calor 

ardent youth 
to grow 

to mate, to marry 
la Raza 

his second communion 
-- now with blood 
-- hasta que la muerte me separa 
de la Raza22 

The celebration of baptisms, communions, and weddings 

among Chicanes are more than merely church celebrations. 

They also have a social aspect with breakfasts, dinners, or 

dances being held on these occasions. Reymundo Mann in his 
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story "Tento" mentions in passing a character, Mirtala, who 

is popular because of her culinary ability: "Mirtala no 

tenia rival en la cocina y poseia una mane para guisar que 

le daba fama en todo el pueblo, Tratandose de bodas, 

bautizos y communiones era muy solicitada y mala cara penian 

los invitados si Mirtala no metia su cuchara en el festin." 

The twofold aspect of these celebrations--religious and 

social—give them a strong hold en the Chicane's imagination, 

and so they can be used effectively in literature to convey 

certain meanings as Alurista has dene in the two preceding 

poems. 

Finally the Chicano celebrates death. In "Al pozo con 

Bruno Cano," Hinojosa has given us a picture of a funeral. 

A ceremony at the church is preferred, but the presence of 

the priest at the cemetery will suffice. The ceremony in

cludes prayers, hymns, and oratory. In a more serious vein 

"Tento" contains the description of a wake. Tento is a 

retarded boy who is attached to a kindly old woman, dona 

Amadita, who dies. At the wake, the author mentions the 

practice of lighting candles to the popular Virgin of Guada

lupe and the Virgin of San Juan del Valle. Prayer for the 

soul of the departed person is also introduced. The mention 

of customs surrounding death has different purposes in the 

stories. For Hinojosa, the occasion is an opportunity to 

demonstrate the character of the priest, as has been 
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previously discussed in this chapter. For Marin, it seems 

to be a way of adding verisimilitude to his story. 

The religious celebration of baptisms,communions,wed

dings, and funerals provides Chicano authors with material 

for their works. They can be used to characterize, to add 

verisimilitude, and to give force to poetic imagery. They 

are a rich source which Chicano authors are using to create 

a variety of stories with literary merit. 

Finally, Chicano authors have made use of what may be 

called religious traditions. Once again, we will see that 

these traditions allow religious customs and practices to 

be introduced. We will examine the function of these tra

ditions in the formation of the literary work in order to 

determine what their use contributes to the works. 

One of the most deeply rooted traditions in the Chicano 

culture is devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe. Abelardo 

Delgado, a poet of some stature, captures one of the reasons 

for this devotion—her motherly love: 

mother of the revolution's still working rusty gun, 
mama'' de los ojos negros, de pensamiento fatal 
you alone say . . . am I not here . . . when we 

overshoot our wad.^^ 

In "bendito sea tu vientre," Alurista praises Chicano 

mothers in phrases reminiscent of the Virgin. The title is 

very similar to the Spanish words of the Hail Mary which 

state: "bendito es fruto de tu vientre." Alurista calls 
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Chicano mothers virgins of love, an appropriate and beauti

ful image: 

bendito sea tu vientre 
madre 
virgin of love 
—sin condiciones^S 

"A cualquier hora," another poem by Alurista, points 

to the Chicano religious heritage. In this poem the Chicano 

is symbolized by the lowly cucaracha. The cucaracha prays 

and makes his offerings first to Tlaloc and later to the 

Virgin of Guadalupe: 

la cucaracha prays 
antennas pointed 
to the sky clouded 
on the sacrificial heart 
to be offered to tlaloc 
los corazones de las doncellas 
como ofrenda 
red roses 

to juan diego 
y la virgen de guadalupe 
in the mount, tonantzin 

a sermon 
de sangre 
de color--roja2° 

The use of the tradition of devotion to the Virgin of 

Guadalupe has contributed to the imagery of these poems. 

Abelardo can call the Virgin by the familiar "mama" as he 

describes her patient love. Alurista seems to rely on this 

same motherly love in "bendito sea tu vientre." In the last 

poem cited, the poet uses the Virgin as a symbol for the 

continuation of religious offerings and prayers among 

Chicanes. 
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The tradition of gift giving at Christmas is a popular 

source for Chicano stories. Francisco Jime'nez uses this 

27 theme in "Un Aguinaldo." The story gives a brief account 

of the desire of a small migrant boy for a ball as a Christ

mas gift, and of his keen disappointment when he receives 

only a bag of candy. The theme of Christmas gifts and dis

appointment also appears in Rivera's short story "La noche 

buena" (to be discussed later). In both cases there is a 

desire for toys, and that desire is crushed by a nominal 

gift. The use of the Christmas season with its spirit of 

joy and abundance gives these stories an effective background, 

Against the abundance of society, the poor struggle on with 

their dashed hopes. 

The tradition of the Fall, found in the book of Genesis, 

is very evident in "The Apple Trees," by Estela Portillo. 

Her story concerns the desolation of a fertile valley of 

apple orchards. The desolation begins when Ismael Ayala, the 

youngest of Teofilo Ayala's four sons, marries Nina. When 

the patriarchal Teofilo dies, the land is divided and Ismael, 

being the youngest, receives the smallest share. This cir

cumstance reflects the similar misfortune of his Biblical 

namesake. The ambitious Nina is dissatisfied and sets out to 

do something about her situation. After she seduces the 

susceptible eldest brother Rafael, she claims that she has 

been ravished and refuses to identify her attacker. Rafael, 
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conscious of his guilt and especially tortured by having 

broken the family unity, takes to heavy drinking. 

Nina confines herself to her bedroom, but eavesdrops on 

conversations in the study to keep abreast of developments. 

She tires of waiting for Rafael to break down, so when she 

hears that one of the brothers, Santos, is out of town, she 

sets fire to his house. But the family has returned. The 

wife of Santos dies in the fire, and Santos himself dies of 

a heart attack while trying to save her. Nina begins to 

recall her tortured youth, and there are indications that 

she may be going insane. 

Rafael realizes that he must stop the evil and make 

Nina confess, so he goes to Ismael's house. Nina rushes 

from the house and Rafael follows her. Ismael arrives, and 

the tortured face of his brother tells all. He goes after 

his gun and is about to shoot Rafael when Marcos, the older 

brother, arrives and steps in between them in order to stop 

the fratricide. But he is too late and is killed by the 

bullet meant for Rafael. Nina continues to flee and commits 

suicide by jumping off a hill. 

The story is heavily laden with references to the book 

of Genesis. There are many parallels with the story of the 

Fall. The parallels start with the title which can be asso

ciated with the fruit traditionally believed to be that of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Nina is 
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described as "an Eve in a Garden of Eden."^^ Like Eve she 

is guilty of sin: "Her sin was not innocence reaching for 

'the knowing.' No . . . her sin was a violence grown out of 

29 the fear of inadequacy." 

Nina also plays the part of the snake. The narrator 

explicitly points this out twice. He states: "In her shin

ing youth and beauty, she was also the snake." Later, when 

Rafael challenges Nina, he observes: "In the haze of alco

hol, Rafael knew he had to stop it. He must scotch the 

snake." When the land is divided after Teofilo Ayala dies, 

she tempts Ismael: "'I don't believe your brothers. They 

want their larger share. Rafael probably wants it all. You 

32 are an Ayala too!'" 

There are several references to the Garden of Eden or 

Paradise. After Nina seduces Rafael, the narrator comments: 

"She now stood in front of him . . . a defiant creature. An 

33 avenging angel come to the Garden of Eden." Shortly before 

her suicide, Nina surveys the apple orchards saying: "'It 

34 will be a good harvest in Paradise.'" At the end of the 

story, the narrator remarks: "Whatever the reasons may be, 

35 
the Garden of Eden became a desolation." 

The accidental murder of Marcos is described in terms of 

the Cain and Abel story of Genesis: "She looked down at Cain 

36 
standing over the body of Abel." The image captures the 

innocence of Marcos and the fratricidal hate of Ismael toward 

Rafael. 
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Don Teofilo, the patriarch of the Ayala family, acts 

as a source of harmony and unity. While he is alive, greed 

is absent, and the working of the orchard is held as a task 

of God and for God. These conditions resemble the idyllic 

conditions of the Garden of Eden and don Teofilo functions 

as God the Father does in the story of the Garden of Eden. 

Portillo, the authoress, shows a knowledge of scripture, 

which she uses to fashion her story. Her concern with begin

nings, desolation, and the process of creation are themes 

common to literature and religious traditions. The ques

tioning of God's existence—mentioned previously--especially 

in the face of suffering, is common among Chicano authors, 

and will appear later in the works of Anaya and Rivera. 

Portillo has also used a religious legend in writing 

her three-act drama "The Day of the Swallows." The legend 

states that if virains bathe at noon in the lake on the 

feast day of San Lorenzo, they insure future marriages in 

heaven. The theme of this legend is similar to the one 

Keats used in writing "The Eve of St. Agnes," a poem in 

which the heroine, by observing certain rites, is assured 

a dream of her future husband during the night. 

Josefa, the main character of the drama, is a person 

renown in the barrio for her goodness, sense of justice, 

piety, and charity. She is a strong woman who gives the 

impression of always being calm. However, no one knows the 
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real Josefa, who is a lesbian capable of mutilating a boy 

in order to preserve her reputation. 

Living with Josefa is a young girl, Alysea, whom Josefa 

had rescued from a brothel. Josefa has made Alysea her 

lover, but the young girl has fallen in love with Eduardo, 

a nomadic Indian. Horrified at having to help Josefa muti

late David, a boy who saw them making love, Alysea goes away 

with Eduardo. 

There are several other important characters in the 

play. Tomas is Josefa's drunkard uncle who is not convinced 

of her goodness, and who resents her arrogance and pride. 

Clara is the helpless alcoholic wife of don Esquinas and 

the rejected lover of Eduardo. She relies on Josefa, but 

in the end goes insane. Don Esquinas is Clara's insensi

tive husband who confirms Josefa's opinion about the bru

tality of men. Father Prado is the parish priest to whom 

Josefa eventually confesses her sins. 

In the drama's preface Portillo gives a description of 

the day which the drama anticipates: "At daybreak the 

fiesta day is sanctified with a misa at sunrise; the choir 

rejoices the promise of the day. A holy procession is lead 

by the priest and an 'honored member' of the church. Offer

ings to the patron saint are generous amidst frugality. The 

animals are blessed; the people are blessed; all is washed 

T ,.37 
clean. 
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The profusion of religious customs and practices like 

the mass, the procession, the offerings to a patron saint, 

and the blessings help to set the tone of the drama. The 

concept of being washed clean is significant, for the drama 

will deal with Josefa's and Alysea's efforts to cleanse 

themselves of guilt. The theme of cleansing is also present 

in the bathing of the virgins. 

In depicting Josefa and her world, Portillo has used 

several metaphors and symbols which convey goodness or pur

ity. The mention of angels amounts to a recurrent metaphor. 

Early in the drama Clemencia, a minor character, says: "Dona 

Josefa is an angel. All of her life, she goes around . . . 

like an avenging angel . . . helping . . . what a sight she 

38 must be . . . pounding with her stick on those evil people." 

Again Clemencia tells Josefa: "Dona Josefa . . . you are an 

39 '' 

angel!" Tomas knows that the people of the barrio con

sider Josefa an angel, although he thinks differently: "The 

barrio tells the story of an angel . . . but it's funny . . . 

somehow . . . they never remember to tell that you crippled 

40 one man and the other died on the road where you left him." 

When Tomas tries to break Josefa, she asks: "Have you ever 

. . . have you ever . . . done anything kind for anybody?" 

He replies: "No . . . just you . . . querida . . . you are 

the angel." When Father Prado calls on Josefa, he remarks: 

"We missed you at rosary . . . you always lead prayer with 
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the confidence of an angel. "''̂  Since the angel metaphor 

suggests goodness in opposition to evil, it effectively 

reflects Josefa's good parts. 

Light is a symbol that is also used to depict Josefa's 

desire and character. in the first act her sitting room is 

described as flooded with light in the early morning. 

Josefa's garden is said to be a garden of light. Josefa 

compares herself to Saint Teresa and says: "In her world of 

43 God . . . she saw what I see . . . she knew the light." 

Alysea recounts her rescue to Eduardo concluding: " . . . 

44 then, she [Josefa] brought me to this world of light." 

In this passage Josefa's world of light is opposed to the 

house of prostitution. Later, as Josefa converses with 

Eduardo and Alysea, she expresses her relationship to light: 

" . . . the light was me; I knew that I would bear the chil

dren of light . . . the moon . . . the burning lake." Alysea 

continues: "I believe her . . . look around you, the chil

dren of light . . . her garden . . . the lace . . . her love 

45 for the barrio people . . . her bright, bright calm." 

Clearly light is here associated with Josefa's goodness. 

When Alysea bids farewell to Josefa, she calls her patron a 

sweet lady of light. Finally as Josefa prepares to commit 

suicide, she tells herself: "My magicians will let me come 

46 
back as light . . . yes, yes!" The drama ends as it began 

with light streaming into Josefa's sitting room early in the 

morning. 
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Light as goodness is a common Biblical theme, and 

Portillo's use of the theme in this drama is strikingly 

similar to the way John personifies Christ in the prologue 

to his gospel: 

All that came to be had life in him 
and that life was the light of men, 
a light that shines in the dark, 
a light that darkness could not overpower. 

(John 1:4-5) 

Josefa has the desire to help and to give life to Alysea, to 

Clara, to the swallows, and to the barrio people. But she 

ultimately fails on account of her fears; Father Prado ob

serves: "All your beauty , . . your calm . . . your giving 

was . . . your talent . . . what a splendid canopy for the 

47 twisted fears of so many years . . . so many years." 

48 Nevertheless, he asserts: "There is so much God in you!" 

Religious imagery is used to describe Josefa and her 

home. Father Prado describes Josefa as being like a silent 

cathedral. The image captures the mysterious quality of 

this woman. Her house is portrayed as a sanctuary, an image 

which is ambivalent, for it can be a place of refuge or a 

holy place. Both meanings fit the portrayal being drawn of 

Josefa's home. Finally her home is seen as a temple of peace 

By basing her drama on a religious legend much like 

many found in the religious tradition of the Chicano, 

Portillo has been able to incorporate all the religious meta

phors, symbols, and customs which have been outlined above. 
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These have contributed to the literary quality of the drama 

and have enriched it. 

The above examples should indicate, by brief survey, 

that a number of Chicano authors are employing religious 

customs and practices in their work and that these are asso

ciated with the priest and religious celebrations like bap

tisms, communions, weddings, and funerals. Religious tra

ditions also contribute to literary works by providing 

feasts, legends, and beliefs which the writer can use as the 

basis for his stories. 
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CHAPTER III 

RELIGION IN BLESS ME, ULTIMA 

Religious elements are quite important in Bless Me, 

Ultima because it is a Bildungsroman with emphasis on the 

religious development of its protagonist, Tony Marez. A 

Bildungsroman, as defined by A Handbook to Literature, is: 

"A novel which recounts the youth and young manhood of a 

sensitive protagonist who is attempting to learn the nature 

of the world, discover its meaning and pattern, and acquire 
2 

a philosophy of life and 'the art of living.'" Anaya's 

novel meets these criteria, for it deals with the experience 

of a young New Mexican boy unofficially tutored by an old 

curandera named Ultima. Ultima is a symbol of goodness, 

strength, and wisdom. From her, Tony learns about the har

mony and laws of nature, the goodness of life, and the 

strength to make life bear good fruit. 

Bless Me, Ultima is a first-person narrative recalling 

the childhood years of the protagonist. Tony is nearly seven 

years old when Ultima arrives to live in the Marez home. 

That event signals a special beginning for Tony, and the 

rest of the novel concerns the events which take place up 

to the death of Ultima. In the narrative, Tony's dreams 

occupy an important place and they are interspersed through

out the novel. 

50 
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Anaya develops his protagonist through a series of 

intense experiences which contain conflicts. I will briefly 

outline these experiences and point out the conflicts germane 

to them. The first experience, in which Tony is torn between 

opposed concepts, is his dream concerning his birth. There 

is conflict between the maternal side of the family, the 

Lunas who are farmers, and the paternal side, the Ma^rez's, 

who are vaqueros. The stage is set for Tony's choice. He 

must favor the settled, devout Luna side of the family or 

the freer, boisterous Marez side. A religious element is 

introduced early as the Lunas express their hope that God 

will bless the family and make the baby a priest. The boy-

priest theme carries through the novel as Maria Marez, the 

mother, urges her son toward the priesthood. Tony dreams of 

himself as a priest. He acts out the role of priest at the 

death of Narciso and on the playground. 

The murder of Lupito is an early high point in the novel. 

It brings Tony face to face with the concepts of justice, 

punishment, and salvation. Death poses the question of an 

afterlife, and Tony wonders whether God forgives. An alter

native mythic belief is present in the soul returning to the 

river and the earth to make it fertile. Once again choices 

are forcing Tony to mature and grow in understanding of life. 

The return of the brothers from war is an exceptional 

experience for Tony. He yearns to be a part of them, but he 
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can not be one with them. They have inherited the wild 

free spirit of the Marez side of the family, while Tony 

possesses more of the Luna spirit. Tony's isolation is 

symbolized by his inability to join them at Rosie's place, 

a house of prostitution. His innocence is the barrier. 

The free ways of the brothers bring his concern over their 

possible condemnation to hell, but the question is unresolved. 

With the cure of Lucas, Tony's maternal uncle, the novel 

moves to a crucial incident. Lucas is ill to the point of 

death because of a curse laid on him by the Trementina 

sisters. The power of the doctors and of the priest have 

failed to cure him. The priest does not want the people to 

place faith in the powers of the curandera, so Ultima enters 

the scene only as a last resort. The incident focuses Tony's 

thoughts on the powers of Ultima's magic compared to the 

power of the Saints and the Church. The battle between good 

and evil also gains attention, and Tony is taught a valuable 

lesson about the power of goodness over evil by Ultima who 

counsels him after the incident. 

The visit to the golden carp continues Tony's turmoil 

and his questioning of traditional Christianity which the 

cure of Lucas began. Tony is exposed to a mythic interpreta

tion of sin, judgment,and salvation. The legend is less 

harsh than the Christian teaching of hell. The impact on 

Tony and the question it raises is clear. The narrator 
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recalls his reaction: "It made me shiver, not because it 

was cold but because the roots of everything I had ever 

believed in seemed shaken. If the golden carp was a god, who 

was the man on the cross?" (p. 75). 

The growing tension concerning God, his power, and His 

justice explode in the incident of Narciso's murder by Tenorio, 

the symbol of evil. Caught in a blinding snowstorm outside 

of town, Tony alone witnesses the murder and is forced to 

console and confess the dying man. Tony is outraged by the 

death of this good and innocent man. Afterward, as he lies 

in a delirious sleep, the dilemma of forgiveness tortures 

him. In his dream, Tony sees his brother, Andrew, and Nar

ciso condemned to hell. He begs God to forgive them. God 

agrees if Tony will ask him to forgive Tenorio. Tony's 

dream ends with the destruction of the world. Everything 

good and evil is swallowed by the golden carp who swims away 

to become a new sun shining on a new world. 

In this incident the growth of Tony is unmistakeable. 

No longer does he passively accept Christian tradition. It 

is still part of him, as can be seen in the carrying out of 

the role of confessor; but the myth of the golden carp and 

the magic of Ultima have made their impact. Tony's new world 

will be a little of all three. 

Tony's discussion about God with Florence is another 

important event in the novel. The encounter comes when Tony 
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is experiencing doubts concerning God's power and knowledge 

which have been sown especially by Narciso's death. Florence 

bitterly attacks the doctrine of original sin and the con

ventional explanations of sin. Florence reflects Tony's 

doubts about God's justice and the presence of evil in the 

world. Harsh experience has pushed Florence to defy God. 

Tony has not yet encountered such an experience and he demon

strates a need for traditional religion when he observes: 

"I was still trying to hold on the God. I didn't want to 

give Him up like Florence had. I did not think that I could 

live without God" (p. 189). Nevertheless, the influence of 

Florence does shake Tony's faith somewhat. In words similar 

to Rivera's protagonist in the short story ". . . y no se lo 

trago la tierra," Tony remarks: "I had listened to Florence's 

heresy, but the God of the church had not hurled his thunder 

at me. I wanted to call out that I was not afraid" (p. 189). 

The development of Tony's disenchantment with traditional 

Christianity is completed by his preparation and reception of 

first confession and communion. Tony begins catechism classes 

with an enthusiasm to learn about God. He has been led to 

believe that God will give understanding in communion, and, 

since his experiences have raised many questions, he eagerly 

pursues his study. The experience of communion is pivotal, 

for the preparation stresses the omnipresence of God, sin, 

and eternity. When God fails to answer Tony's questions in 
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communion, the road is open to turn elsewhere. The protago

nist develops from a person who trusts in the beliefs of his 

elders to one who has doubts about God and is dissatisfied 

with the results of his experience with God in communion. 

Four persons are instrumental in Tony's development: 

his mother, his father, Florence, and Ultima. Maria Marez, 

the mother, is a pious woman living in the hope that her son 

will become a priest. She urges Tony to learn his prayers 

and catechism, and is probably responsible for Tony's strong 

attachment to traditional religion. Gabriel, the father, 

provides Tony with a rational approach to life. He answers 

Tony's questions with natural logical responses and avoids 

excessive piety. He teaches Tony to stand on his own rather 

than look for exterior causes to problems. 

The influence of Florence derives from his unique posi

tion in the novel as an unbeliever. He challenges the things 

Tony is being taught at catechism and forces him to see the 

inconsistencies. There is empathy between the two boys be

cause they share many identical doubts. Florence's success

ful defiance of God has an impact on Tony and weakens his 

tottering convictions. 

Although the above mentioned characters aid Tony's de

velopment, their influence pales beside the role of Ultima. 

Roberto Cantu sees Ultima as the one who helps reconcile 

the opposing factions in Tony's world and as one who is a 
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teacher helping the young boy to discover reality. He 

writes: "Gracias a esta curandera, Antonio descubre en 

torno suyo otra realidad y otro destine, en este caso una 

realidad maravillosa y un destine en que confluyen la magia, 

lo sugerente del contorno y, por lo menos hasta la muerte 

de Ultima, una predestinacion que moldea y afirma el caracter 

del joven protagonista." Ultima's role of reconciler is 

evident in incidents such as the dream about Tony's birth, 

her explanation of Lupito's death, and her attempt to rea

son with Tenorio. 

The curandera plays a large role in Tony's life as a 

teacher of goodness. She helps him learn respect for life, 

even plant and animal life. Through her example, she 

teaches Tony to use his powers and skills in the service 

of goodness. She tries to help Tony see that the power of 

goodness is much superior to evil. Ultima's power over evil 

influences Tony's religious thought. Her wise answers to 

his probing questions guide the searching boy toward a 

philosophy of nature's harmony. 

Tony's experiences as outlined above and the influence 

of his family and friends help him to develop from the aver

age religious person, dependent on religious traditions and 

concepts, to a perceptive questioning person. He does not 

completely reject his faith, but he does modify it, and 

there is a suggestion of changes based on his experience with 

Ultima and the influence of the legend of the golden carp. 
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Even the above description of the basic conflicts in 

the novel generally suggests the importance of religion to 

the work. But this description does not account for the 

novel's specific religious elements and their effect on 

Tony's development. I will consider them in six broad cate

gories: 1) general religious customs, 2) religious feasts, 

3) prayer, 4) blessings, 5) confession and first communion, 

and 6) encounters with God. 

The first of these categories, general religious cus

toms, involves Anaya's use of statues, candles, and scapulars. 

The Marez home contains an altar with a statue of the Virgin 

(p. 5). This is decorated with candles (p. 15), and is in 

the main living room, the sala. The purpose of the sala 

and the altar is explained by the narrator of Bless Me, 

Ultima: "That room was never entered unless there were 

Sunday visitors, or unless my mother took us to pray novenas 

and rosaries for my brothers at war" (p. 16). The statue in 

the Marez house is of the Virgin of Guadalupe, and Anaya 

recalls her role as the gentle mother of love (p. 42). 

Anaya places the statue in the heart of the home, the 

sala. Throughout the novel it is also in the heart of family 

affairs. Important events like the safety of Tony's father 

(p. 16), the safe return of the sons from war (pp. 56-57), 

and Tony's grade promotion (p. 75) are prayed over in its 

presence. By this practice of prayer before the statue at 
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crucial events, the author seems to be saying that religion 

is at the heart of the experience of the Marez family. 

Through the Virgin of Guadalupe, Tony is introduced to the 

concept of love and gentleness in religion. This concept 

will play a strong role in his development and view of life 

as he grows. It will cause crisis and turmoil when Tony 

encounters the concepts of justice and punishment in God. 

Candles are used at the altar in the home (p. 42) and 

also in church. Tony notices an old woman lighting a candle 

at church and praying (p. 192). Candles are present in the 

paraliturgical service of the stations of cross. In these 

settings the candles are symbols of prayer and of Christ, 

as was explained in Chapter One of this study. 

Anaya also mentions the scapular. Ultima has a scapular 

to which she has added some herbs (p. 118). The herbs are 

apparently an additional protection to that which the 

scapular can provide. Ultima gives her scapular to Tony as 

a protection against any evil which Tenorio Trementina may 

try to inflict on him. Moreover, the scapular is considered 

a charm capable of inflicting a curse (p. 122). Tenorio 

claims that Ultima's scapular, supposedly placed under the 

bed, is the cause of his daughter's death. The scapular is 

a sign of faith in God's protection. Since Ultima's scapular 

has herbs added for more protection, she implies a distrust 

of the scapular alone. Since the scapular is identified with 
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the Saints and the Catholic Church, Ultima's lack of complete 

trust implies limitations to the power of the Saints and the 

Church. The power of the Saints and the power of the Church 

are compared to the power of Ultima's magic, as Tony seeks 

answers to his experiences. 

The great traditional feasts of Christmas, Lent, and 

Easter occupy prominent places in Bless Me, Ultima. They 

are used to mark the progress of time as the novel moves 

toward its climax. Through them the understanding of the 

protagonist is revealed and the formation of his religious 

concepts is seen. 

Christmas is mentioned in the threefold context of 

school, church, and home. The account of Christmas at school 

is in the form of a hilarious Christmas play. The play con

tains the traditional Christmas story with mention of the 

virgin birth in Bethlehem, the shepherds, and the gifts of 

the wise men. The description of Christmas at church and at 

home is brief, but it contains many interesting details: 

"So Christmas came and went. We had a small tree and we got 

clothes for presents, but the most important thing was going 

to visit the Nativity scene at church and going to la misa de 

gallo, midnight mass. I did not go, of course [he had been 

severely ill], but when everyone returned, I was up and wait

ing for them and we ate posole. For dessert we ate bizcochitos 

and hot coffee flavored with sugar and cinnamon" (p. 170). 
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This passage describes a poor family, but not one which is 

poverty-ridden. They have the comfort of being able to 

afford clothes for presents and simple food for a meal. The 

posole is a kind of soup or stew composed of corn and pork 

flavored with ground red pepper. The family celebration is 

closely tied to the Church, for they go to the traditional 

midnight mass and visit the omnipresent Nativity scene. 

In the quotation in the paragraph above we receive a 

clear indication of the religious interests of the protago

nist. Tony's comment that the most important thing about 

Christmas is visiting the Nativity scene and going to mid

night mass is unusual. To most children his age, the high

light of Christmas is, in some way, related to the receiving 

of presents. 

The fading of winter brings Ash Wednesday, the beginning 

of Lent. This day ranks as one of the most memorable feasts 

cimong Chicanes. On this day they pack their churches beyond 

capacity to receive the ashes. Anaya has brilliantly cap

tured the Chicano experience of this feast: 

Ash Wednesday. There is no other day like Ash 
Wednesday. The proud and the meek, the arrogant 
and the humble are all made equal on Ash Wednes
day. The healthy and the sick, the assured and 
the sick in spirit, all make their way to church 
in the gray morning or in the dusty afternoon. 
They line up silently, eyes downcast, bony fingers 
counting the beads of the rosary, lips mumbling 
prayers. All are repentant, all are preparing 
themselves for the shock of the ashes on the 
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forehead and the priest's agonizing, "Thou art 
dust, and to dust thou shalt return." (p. 195) 

Tony vividly illustrates the spirit of Lent. The empti

ness, the desolation, and the agony of Christ's suffering 

attract his attention. He presents an impressionistic por

trayal of Good Friday as the highpoint of Lent. It is the 

depth of desolation, and his first-person narration is mourn

ful: "Outside the wind blew and cut off the light of the sun 

with its dust, and the pigeons cried mournfully in the tower. 

Inside the prayers were like muffled cries against a storm 

which seemed to engulf the world. There seemed to be no one 

to turn to for solace. And when the dying Christ cried, 'My 

God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?' the piercing words 

seemed to drive through to my heart and make me feel alone 

and lost in a dying universe" (p- 199). In these chapters 

Anaya emphasizes religion not simply because it is part of 

the Chicano experience, but also because he must illustrate 

the sensitivity of his protagonist to religious experiences. 

The drabness of Lent is followed bv the brightness and 

joy of Easter. Just as Tony used the weather and pigeons to 

help in his description of Lent, so he uses them to paint 

his impression of Easter: "Easter Sunday. The air was clear 

and smelled like the new white linen of the Resurrection. 

Christ was risen! He had walked in hell for three days and 

on the third day he had risen and was sitting at the right 

hand of God, the Father Almighty, Creator of Heaven and 
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Earth" (p, 207). And he says: "Up in the bell bower the 

pigeons ducked and bobbed at each other and sang their soft 

couing [sic] song. Christ was risen. He was in the holy 

chalice awaiting us" (p. 208) . 

In recalling these religious feasts, Anaya has hit upon 

the psychological impact which they make on the life of the 

Chicano. Christmas brings him a feeling of warmth and unity 

Lent awakens the Chicane's awareness of sin and the brief 

passing nature of human life. Easter brings him hope and 

joy in the promise of the risen Christ. These are basic 

realities of life for him, and a ritual enactment of them 

expresses his understanding of life and his beliefs. It is 

for this reason that these religious feasts enjoy the popu

larity and have the impact en the Chicano which Anaya points 

out. 

Prayer is another pervasive element in Bless Me, Ultima. 

Anaya's novel abounds with references to prayer at home and 

at church. Among the formal prayers that can be found in 

Anaya's novel are the mass, the rosary, the Stations of the 

Cross, the novenas, the Hail Mary, the Lord's Prayer, the 

Act of Contrition, the Creed, and the sign of the cross. 

The mass, the special commemoration of the Last Supper, 

is mentioned as part of the Sunday routine (pp. 3, 14, 29, 

31, 32, 191). Tony is conscious of his deep obligation in 

attending weekly mass and possible condemnation for missing 
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mass (p. 191). The mass is also part of the special reli

gious celebrations like Christmas (p. 170) and Easter 

(p. 208). It is also associated with special occasions like 

first communion and holds a significant place as a prayer 

for the dead. In chapter thirteen Anaya focuses on the 

priest's refusal to say mass and bury the Trementina sister. 

The burial mass is also mentioned in connection with Ultima's 

death. 

Thus, the mass in the context of Bless Me, Ultima is an 

integral part of Tony's life. It is part of his routine of 

life as well as part of special occasions. As a prayer for 

the dead, the mass serves a special purpose in the case of 

the Trementina sister. The priest's refusal to permit the 

burial mass for her serves to confirm her evilness. The 

impact of the priest's action is a sign of the influence and 

power which the priest exercises among Chicanes. 

Another popular formal prayer to be found in Bless Me, 

Ultima is the rosary. Anaya mentions this prayer frequently 

in a variety of contexts. The rosary is prayed at home for 

the safety of the brothers in the war (p. 16), as a daily 

prayer (p. 42), as a thanksgiving for a favor (p. 56), as a 

prayer for the dead (p. 191), and as a prayer for the for

giveness of sin (pp. 195, 202). The devotion of the Marez 

family to the rosary marks them as devout. The mother is 

especially characterized by this device. She is the force 
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that keeps the family on the religious path. It is she who 

marshals the fcunily to pray for the safety of the sons 

(p. 16), and leads the rosary of thanksgiving on their safe 

return from war (p. 56). 

The stations of the cross, primarily a Lenten devotion 

which concentrates on the sufferings and death of Christ, 

are part of the novel. Anaya uses them to help express the 

desolation of Lent which was mentioned earlier in this 

chapter. 

Anaya mentions novenas prayed for the sons at war, but 

never specifies what kind they are. Novenas are prayers 

which are carried on for nine consecutive days. They are 

generally used to implore some favor. 

Other formal prayers mentioned are the common ones: 

the Lord's Prayer, the Hail Mary, the Creed. The sign of the 

cross, and the Act of Contrition have special significance. 

The sign of the cross is repeatedly used in a superstitious 

manner to ward off evil. Anaya is very much aware of the 

Chicane's deep belief in supernatural powers. Religion may 

not be the most powerful protection, but there is no use tak

ing chances. The Act of Contrition likewise reveals the pre

occupation with the world beyond ours. The first time it 

appears in the novel is in connection with Lupito's death, 

and the question of forgiveness for that unfortunate man is 

raised (p. 20). This prayer is mentioned a second time. 
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when death is near. As Tony holds the expiring Narciso, a 

host of beliefs are set forth: 

"Then pray for me," he [Narciso] said weakly 
and closed his eyes, "You are pure of heart—" 

I [Tony] knew what I had to pray. I had to pray 
an Act of Contrition for his departing soul. Like I 
prayed for Lupito. But I had not held Lupito while 
his body went cold. I had not bloodied my hands with 
his life's blood. I looked at the wound on the 
chest and saw the blood stop flowing; rage and pro
test filled me. I wanted to cry out into the storm 
that it was not fair for a mere boy to be at the 
dying of a man. (p. 163) 

In this passage when Narciso tells Tony that Tony is 

pure of heart, the dying man reveals his belief that inno

cence has special power in prayer. Tony's praying of the 

Act of Contrition for Narciso is a sign of their belief that 

contrition has the power to absolve sin. The rebellion of 

Tony in the face of the death of an innocent person shows 

his wrestling with the difficult problem of justice. 

Formal prayer is an important element in this novel, 

but other types of prayer are employed too. For example, 

Anaya uses a wide variety of religious expressions. Some 

of these expressions are simply exclamations which have come 

to have little or no meaning. Among them we find: "/Ay 

Dios mio!" (p. 7), "•Ay Dios, otro dfa!" (p. 48), "Oh, My 

God!" (p. 121), and "my Lord what a play!" (p. 151). Others 

are formal greetings like "buenos dias le de Dios" (p. 10) 

and "Adios" (p. 83). Other expressions are forms of peti

tion or thanksgiving: "Que Dios la saque de pena y la lleve 
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a descansar" (p. 29), "Que Dios te bendiga" (p. 142), "God 

forgive him!" (p. 165), "may God rest her soul" (p. 235), and 

"iGracias a Dios!" (p. 80). Other phrases involve oaths in 

the name of God or the Saints: "iPor Dios, hombres!" 

(p. 18), ",le juro a Dios!" (p. 123), "iPor la madre de 

Dios!" (p. 153), and "I swear before God Almighty" (p. 214). 

Finally there are benedictions in honor of the Saints: "Ave 

Maria Purisima" (p. 3), "Jesus, Maria, y Jose" (p. 15), and 

"Benditos sean los dulces nombres" (p. 221). This listing 

is not exhaustive, but rather serves as an indication of the 

rich variety of religious expressions which Anaya has incor

porated into his novel. 

These expressions are a natural part of the characters' 

vocabulary. The fact that these phrases are quite often 

used in periods of stress or excitement indicates that, for 

the people who use them, they express basic beliefs. Tony's 

mother is particularly fond of them; like the formal prayers, 

they help to illustrate her character and personality. 

Prayer gives Bless Me, Ultima a distinct flavor. As 

in real life, the women seem more inclined to pray than men, 

yet Anaya's men are not ashamed to pray or use the religious 

expressions. Through their prayers, the reader perceives 

that the characters possess a sense of dependency on super

natural powers. They feel the need to ask for help, and 

they are conscious of offending or sinning. These concepts 
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are all part of the Chicano identity which the artist is 

attempting to paint. Anaya skillfully portrays the hopes 

and doubts of the Chicano as they are embodied in his prayer. 

Tony's development can be seen especially in moments 

associated with prayer. For example, early in the novel 

when he witnesses the death of Lupito, Tony prays the Act 

of Contrition and almost passively questions: "Did God 

listen? Would he hear? Had he seen my father on the bridge? 

And where was Lupito's soul winging to, or was it washing 

down the river to the fertile valley of my uncles' farms?" 

(p. 21). Later when he is beside Narciso at death, Tony is 

no longer passive. He is filled with rage and protest and 

wants to cry out against the injustice of Narciso's death. 

The theme of blessing is one which occurs frequently 

in Anaya's novel; it is explicitly mentioned in the title. 

Blessing is first mentioned when the mortally wounded Lupito 

falls at the feet of the frightened young Tony Marez. Tony 

thinks he hears the dying man say "Bless me—" (p. 20). The 

situation is vague, but the context leads the reader to be

lieve that these words are the beginning of the formula used 

in confession or the sacrament of penance. The blessing of 

the priest in this context is a sign of God's forgiveness. 

At death it brings peace and reconciliation with God. That 

Lupito missed the final blessing is suggested by an implied 

restlessness when Tony dreams about him and he envisions 

Lupito seeking a blessing (p. 24). 
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Somewhat akin to the blessing of confession which exor

cises sin are the various blessings to exorcise evil. When 

Lucas Luna, Tony's uncle, is suspected of being under a 

curse, the priest is called to exorcise the curse, but he 

fails. Anaya later mentions the use of needles blessed by 

a priest and put in the form of a cross as a protection 

against witchcraft (pp. 124-27). Another form of exorcism 

is the anointing with oil of a dying person. Tony dreams 

that this is happening to him (p. 167). When Tellez comes 

seeking Ultima's help because his home is haunted by spirits, 

Maria Marez recalls that once a priest had lifted the curse 

by blessing the house with holy water. Tellez responds by 

saying that this remedy has already been tried and failed 

(p. 215). 

Often the blessing is done with water. In this context 

the blessing is considered as purifying and protecting. 

Early in the novel Tony, who is portrayed as a boy-priest, 

dreams about his three brothers and calls to them: "I must 

lift the muddy waters of the river in blessing to our new 

home!" Similar to this blessing is the blessing of Tellez's 

home mentioned above. In this situation the blessing is a 

protection from evil for the home. Later Tony dreams again, 

this time about his mother: "Yes, my Antonio, she smiled we 

who were baptized in the water of the moon which was made 

holy by our Holy Mother the Church are saved" (p. 112), 
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In baptism the water is a sign of purification from sin and 

of God's protection. Twice Anaya mentions the blessing with 

holy water as someone enters the church (pp. 190 and 206). 

This kind of blessing is routine and is a reminder of 

baptism. 

In the Chicano tradition the power to bless is extended 

to parents. The custom is carried out on occasions like 

weddings or trips away from home. This custom has a Bibli

cal foundation in the blessings of Isaac and Jacob to their 

children. Anaya records a parent's blessing on the occasion 

of Tony's summer trip to the Luna farm: "Then my mother 

came to give me her blessings. I knelt and she said, 'te 

doy esta bendicion en el nombre del Padre, del Hijo, y el 

Espiritu Santo,' and she wished that I would prosper from 

the instruction of her brothers" (p. 234). 

The final set of blessings are those of Ultima. When 

Tony and his sisters are to start school, Maria asks Ultima 

to bless them. For the blessing even Tony's father kneels. 

Ultima uses the names of the Trinity and Tony feels a great 

force which reminds him of being knocked down by a dust 

devil. This leads him to question whether the power of 

good and evil are the same (pp. 21 and 52). When the Marez 

sons return from the war, they have to kneel for Ultima's 

blessing of safe return (p. 58). And, when Tony is leaving 

home for the summer, in addition to his mother's blessing. 
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he is blessed by Ultima: "Then she [Maria Marez] knelt by 

my side and Ultima blessed us both. She blessed without 

using the name of the Trinity like my mother and yet her 

blessing was as holy. She only wished for strength and 

health within the person she blessed" (p. 234). When Ultima 

is on the verge of dying, Tony requests her to bless him: 

"Her hand touched my forehead and her last words were, 'I 

bless you in the name of all that is good and strong and 

beautiful, Antonio. Always have the strength to live. Love 

life, and if despair enters your heart, look for me in the 

evenings when the wind is gentle and the owls sing in the 

hills, I shall be with you—" (p. 247). 

The use of blessings is part of Chicano reality. They 

demonstrate the power of goodness over evil and quite often 

the need for purification as well. The final blessings at 

death for Lupito and Narciso are used to raise the question 

of justice and the presence of evil in the world. Tony— 

who is present on both occasions--wants to believe, but he 

has doubts about a god who permits evil. 

The blessings meant to be exorcisms seem to plant 

further doubts. When Lucas falls ill, the blessing of the 

priest fails, but Ultima's succeeds. Anaya is careful to 

point out that she is not practicing witchcraft. He empha

sizes her knowledge and her search for herbs with curative 

powers. The needles blessed by the priest and put in the 
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form of the cross are a protection against witches, but they 

do not work against Ultima. Furthermore, in the haunted 

house, it is the understanding of Ultima which prevails, 

after the priest has failed with his blessings. Cumula

tively these incidents begin to suggest an alternative to 

the failure of the Church. 

The conclusion above continues to be reinforced in 

several of the blessings with water. In his dream, Tony 

uses the muddy waters of the river to bless the Marez home. 

This suggests a possible turning to nature. In another 

dream, Tony sees a vision of his mother, when he expects to 

see the Virgin of Guadalupe. By supplanting the beloved 

symbol of Chicano religion with a human person, Anaya hints 

that man should control his own destiny. 

Anaya purposely compares the blessing which Tony 

receives from his mother, and the one which Ultima gives 

him. Throughout the novel, Maria is the symbol of the tra

ditional religion, and Tony takes explicit notice that Ultima 

does not invoke the Trinity like his mother does. This con

tinues the contrast of Ultima's power and that of the Church. 

Except for one occasion, when Ultima issues a blessing, 

she does not invoke a diety; she emphasizes the natural 

rather than the supernatural. When Tony is going away to 

the farm. Ultima's blessing merely mentions strength and 

health. The last blessing of Ultima simply speaks of- the 
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good, the strong, and the beautiful. In this blessing there 

is also implied a future presence which could be spiritual, 

since Ultima promises to be present in times of despair. 

Ultima never attacks the Church or its religious prac

tices, as can be seen when she lends Tony her scapular to 

protect him. Nevertheless, her wisdom, her understanding, 

her goodness, and her gentleness always supercede the powers 

of the priest. She succeeds when the minister fails. The 

inescapable conclusion is that her natural powers, her 

respect, and love of nature are superior to anything else. 

This is confirmed by the title and by Tony's request as 

Ultidma lies on her deathbed: "Bless me. Ultima — " (p. 247). 

No longer is the blessing sought from the priest, but from 

a wise kindly curandera, the symbol of rivalry to the priest. 

The process of preparation for Tony's first confession 

and holy communion occupies an important place in Bless Me, 

Ultima. He is obliged to undergo a year-long preparation at 

catechism. Tony is a bright young child who eagerly looks 

forward to the occasion of first communion. He believes it 

will bring understanding and communication with God (p. 69). 

In various ways, the novel expresses his need for under

standing. He wants understanding of good and evil (pp. 66, 

236), knowledge of God (p. 171), and understanding of 

Narciso's murder (pp. 179-80). In his quest, the young boy 

is disappointed; he certainly finds no communication or 

answers in communion (p. 212). 
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In contrast to the disappointment of first communion, 

we have the incident of Tony's first encounter with the 

golden carp: "I felt my body trembling as I saw the bright 

golden form disappear. I knew I had witnessed a miraculous 

thing, the appearance of a pagan god, a thing as miraculous 

as the curing of my uncle Lucas. And I thought, the power 

of God failed where Ultima's worked; and then a sudden illum

ination of beauty and understanding flashed through my mind. 

This what I had expected God to do at my first holy commu

nion" (p. 105)! Tony remembers this experience of the 

golden carp when he receives first communion: "I closed my 

eyes and concentrated. I had just swallowed Him, He must be 

there! For a moment, on the altar railing, I thought I had 

felt his warmth, but then everything moved so fast. There 

wasn't time just to sit and discover Him, like I could do 

when I sat on the creek bank and watched the golden carp 

swim in the sun-filtered waters" (p. 210). Tony's disap

pointment at first communion together with the illumination 

of the golden carp continue the pattern of turning to nature. 

Through Tony's preparation for first communion, Anaya 

is able to show in depth the concerns and the questions 

which trouble the young boy. As Tony experiences the events 

of seeing the golden carp and receiving first communion, 

there is a contrast of fulfillment and disappointment. Com

munion provides a hope for the protagonist, but that hope is 
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shattered. The way for further questioning and for turning 

elsewhere is opened. 

Associated with first communion is first confession. 

In his catechism Tony learns the meaning of mortal and venial 

sin (pp. 191-94). His young mind is especially impressed by 

the need to make a final confession before dying in order to 

go to heaven. This belief is underscored by the violent 

deaths of Lupito (p. 20) and Narciso (p. 163). However, 

Tony's belief concerning confession is chailenqod by Florence 

(p. 185). Florence's logic is sufficient to raise a doubt 

about the validity of a last minute pardon. Tony then de

cides that this is another question which his encounter with 

God in communion can resolve. 

Tony's concept of confession is the traditional one. 

He is tauaht the distinction between mortal sin and venial 

sin (p. 191); the concepts of heaven, hell, and purgatory 

(p. 192); and the need to confess all sins (p. 206). The 

idea of reparation and a penance commensurate with the 

seriousness of the sin is evident in the playground scene 

imitating confession (pp. 200-206). 

Anaya uses the confession theme to raise the questions 

of guilt, of forgiveness, and of punishment. The tragic 

figure of the crazed Lupito dying after committing murder 

and the good-hearted Narciso (reputed as the town drunkard) 

dying on an errand of mercy lend an urgency to a normally 
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placid situation. The author brings these questions to a 

climax in the delirious sleep which follows Tony's experi

ence with the death of Narciso. The dilemma of forgiveness 

is clearly recognized when the boy dreams: 

Forgive Narciso' I cried to God. 
I will, the terrible Voice responded, if you also ask 

me to forgive Tenorio. 
But Tenorio murdered Narciso! Tenorio did evil. 

And again the laughter rang from the flames. You 
foolish boy, God roared, don't you soe you are caught 
in your own trap! You would have a Cod who forgives 
all, but when it comes to your personal whims you 
seek punishment for your vengeance. You would have 
m.y mother rule my heavens, you would send all sinners 
to her for forgiveness, but you would also have her 
taint her hands with the blood of vengeance. 

(pp. 165-66) 

Anaya sees the inequities of the traditional teachings 

concerning punishment. For example, Tony says: "It was 

frightening to think of missing mass on Sunday, then dying, 

and for that one mortal sin to go to hell forever" (p. 191). 

Nevertheless, he does not offer an alternative solution. 

However, raising the question implies that more thought 

needs to be given to it. 

All in all Anaya has used the dramatic potential of 

confession to expose his protagonist's awareness of sin and 

his questioning of related punishment. Anaya also probes 

into the nature of forgiveness. By placing death alongside 

confession, Anaya has been able to delve into a complexity 

of emotions which range from outrage to pity to confusion. 
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In a word he achieves a poignant picture of man in search 

of understanding of himself, his world, and the forces 

beyond his control. 

The final section of this chapter will deal with the 

various encounters with God which the main protagonist, Tony 

Marez, experiences. Tony meets God as someone who must be 

believed in under pain of the punishment of hell (p. 34). 

Related to this concept is the doctrine of God's uniqueness 

and the sacredness of oaths in his name as expressed in the 

first two commandments (p. 99). Faith in God is reflected 

at home by the grandfather (p. 46) and especially by the 

mother (p. 1^1). 

Tony experiences God through his agents, the priests. 

They have the power to excommunicate (p. 133), to bless 

(p. 215), to hear Confession (p. 21), and to change bread 

and wine into the flesh and blood of Christ (p. 209) . 

Tony also meets God as a bringer of doubts. When 

other remedies fail to cure Lucas, Ultima is called in. On 

the occasion Tony wonders and observes: "The power of the 

doctors and the power of the church had failed to cure my 

uncle. Now everything depended on Ultima's magic. Was it 

possible that there was more power in Ultima's magic than 

in the priest?'' (p. 92). Tony wonders why God lets evil 

persons go free (p. 179), or whether He is too busy to care 

(p. 180). He questions whether God's power can work against 
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evil (p. 215). Eventually doubts and questions lead Tony to 

the position of having to choose gods (p. 228). 

By giving these accounts of Tony's encounters with God, 

the author is able to present a wide range of faiths in God 

which provide an insight into the formation of his protago

nist. The faiths which Tony encounters run from the staunch 

faith of his mother and grandfather to the pointed questions 

of his friend Samuel, to the open scepticism of Florence. 

The contrast of degrees of belief or unbelief together with 

the protagonist's probing questions and observations con

tribute to a significant theme of the novel: man in search 

of the truth about God. 

Showing God through the priests and their powers 

enables Anaya to contrast them with the agent of a natural

istic religion. Ultima. The contrast is not lost on the 

perceptive protagonist, Tony, who clearly sees the failure 

of the priests and the success of Ultima. This perception 

comes gradually and thus leads toward the denouement of the 

novel. Of course, the growing doubts and the unsatisfactory 

results of Tony's hope that first communion will yield com

munication with God and understanding need a resolution. 

Anaya makes it quite clear that a restlessness with tradi

tional religion and perhaps even a rejection of it may come 

from Tony. Yet it seems to me that in the end the pull of 

tradition is too strong. Anaya does not show us his 
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protagonist in full rebellion, choosing to reject the Christ

ian God. He merely shows him leaning away, still choosing 

to observe the Christian rituals. 



NOTES 

Rudolfo Anaya, Bless Me, Ultima (Berkeley: Quinto 
Sol Publications, Inc., 1972). Other references to this 
novel will be indicated by page numbers cited parentheti
cally in the text. 

2 
C. Hugh Holman, ed., A Handbook to Literature, 3d ed 

(New York: Odyssey Press, 1972), p. 39. 
For more information on the function of the dreams, 

see Roberto Cantu, "Estructura y sentido de lo onirico en 
Bless Me, Ultima," Mester, 5 (November 1974), 27-41. 

Ibid., p. 27. 

The one time Ultima invokes the Trinity is when she 
blesses Tony before he starts school (p. 51) . 
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CHAPTER IV 

RELIGION IN ". . . Y NO SE LO TRAGO LA TIERRA" 

Like the authors discussed in the previous chapters, 

Tomas Rivera uses religious customs and practices in his 

creation of the fictional Chicano world. In fact, some of 

the stories in ". . . y no se lo trago la tierra" are 

heavily dependent upon reliqious elements. Some stories 

depend upon religious elements as a means of structure; in 

others such elements affect characterization. The burden of 

this chapter will be to point out the religious customs and 

practices and to show the literary functions which they 

perform.. Furthermore, the primary or secondary importance 

of these religious elements will be indicated. 

The first story in which Rivera makes extensive use of 

a religious custom is "Un rezo." The entire story consists 

of a prayer, and is almost totally based on the element of 

prayer. "Un rezo" concerns a mother who has gone to church 

on Sunday to pray for the safety of her son, a soldier in 

the Korean War. In her prayer she first turns to God, and 

then she asks the intercession of the Virgin Mary. The 

story concludes with the mother generously offering her 

blood and heart in return for the safety of her son. 

The prayer which the mother offers is a spontaneous one 

whose tone and structure is carefully created by the author. 

80 
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Commenting on the prayer, Juan Rodriguez observes: 

El rezo que consta de tres suplicas, una sintesis 
de ellas y una propuesta, se presenta de la siguiente 
manera: La primera peticio'n se le dirige a Dios-
Jesucristo, a la Virgen Maria le habia la segunda 
y a Jesucristo^se la [sic] implora en la tercera. 
En el cuarto parrafo se aumenta la intensidad de 
la plegaria tras la acumulacion de apostrofes: 
"Jesucristo, Dios Santo, Virgen de Guadalupe, 
regresenme su vida, regresenme su corazon . . . 
Regresenme lo vivo que no lo quiero muerto [p. 15]." 
El quinto y penultimo parrafo muestra a la madre 
proponiendo el maximo sacrificio, su vida por la 
de su hijo.-*-

This analysis offers an insight into the careful construction 

of this story and demonstrates the progression of intensity. 

The story begins on a quiet, calm note and progresses 

to an intense climax. In the beginning of the prayer, the 

mother is concerned about her son, but she digresses slightly 

as she remembers the unfortunate son of do'fia Virginia. Then 

she remembers the infancy of her son and recommends him to 

God's protection because of his innocence and goodness. The 

mother comes back to her purpose and then implores the Virgin 

Mary's help; however, she soon is distracted by thoughts of 

her son. She reveals her love and sentiment when she com

ments that she is keeping all his toys and comics for him. 

After these thoughts about her child, she intensifies 

her prayer, and her concern for her son's protection becomes 

an overriding factor. To show how much the protection is 

desired, Rivera introduces the promesa. The mother promises 

to visit not one but two shrines, those of the Virgin of 
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San Juan and the Virgin of Guadalupe. Rivera also mentions 

that the son is wearing a religious medal. The medal bears 

the image of the Virgin of San Juan del Valle, and in the 

context of this story, it is a sign of protection. It is 

noteworthy that through the promesa, the shrines, and the 

medal, the mother and the son appeal to the Virgin Mary as 

the Mother of God. These things seem to indicate that the 

Mother of God would best understand the mother's concern and 

respond to it. The mother once again barkens to the theme 

of infancy and innocence. 

As the prayer intensifies and moves to a climax, the 

insistence of the mother is hammered out with repetition 

of words; for example, the word aqui, in the next to the 

last paragraph, begins a sentence five times. The sentences 

are shorter and come faster. Rivera then introduces the 

symbols of the heart and blood. These are appropriate sym

bols for the palpitating climax he is seeking. The heart 

and blood are symbols of the ultimate sign of love and sacri

fice. They also play upon the religious theme of the Sacred 

Heart of Jesus, a symbol of love. Moreover, the heart is a 

reminder of how the prayer and story began with the mother 

saying: "'Dios, Jesucristo, santo de mi corazdn'" (p. 14). 

Thus, the reference to corazon forms a neat frame for the 

prayer. 

Besides depending upon the prayer as the structure for 
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the story, Rivera has used various other religious elements 

to characterize the mother and the son. The mother is a 

steady churchgoer and patient, for this is the third Sunday 

in a row that she has come to seek an answer to her prayer. 

Sunday, of course, is the day of prayer, and the prayer is 

then placed in a natural setting. Her devotion to the Virgin 

of San Juan and the Virgin of Guadalupe stamp her as a tradi

tional Catholic who has a deep faith in the saints. Her 

repeated references to infancy and innocence reveal that 

she believes these are legitimate claims for protection 

within the tradition that God rewards the good and punishes 

the evil. Her traditional mold is evident in her passing 

prayer for dona Virginia's son. Her expression "que Dios lo 

tenga en paz" is an example of pious belief that the prayers 

of the living can help the dead. This expression is also 

typical of many phrases with reference to God which are 

found in the Spanish language. Indeed, Spanish without 

these phrases would be something artificial. 

The son is repeatedly characterized as being innocent; 

such a description, of course, has a strong religious conno

tation. More than innocent, he is humble and wishes harm 

to no one. With all these qualities he takes on the image 

of a Christ figure. The image is strengthened by the hint 

that, in the war, he may have to suffer death through no 

fault of his own. 
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In this story, as in many in this collection, near the 

end of the prayer the mother for all her faith comes to near 

rebellion against the unknown forces whcih control her life. 

She can not understand why her innocent son has been taken 

away to face possible death, even though he wishes no man 

harm. The tone of her prayer changes in the last paragraphs, 

as she fiercely offers her heart and blood in exchange for 

the safety of her son. The test of religious faith is one 

of Rivera's central themes, and here it comes near to break

ing even a faith which is quite strong. 

Any consideration of this story without reference to 

the anecdote which introduces it would be incomplete. In 

the anecdote, the same concern about the safety of a son at 

war is present. It depicts the scene of a mother asking a 

curandera about the fate of her son who is missing in action. 

The curandera is one of those persons that Chicanes consult 

for medical and supernatural needs. In general, the 

curanderas are opposed by the ministers of religion who see 

them as frauds manipulating the Chicano. Therefore, it is 

interesting that Rivera has chosen to mention the practice 

of prayer and the practice of consulting a curandera in the 

same context. If one takes into consideration the skeptical 

tone of several of the stories which Rivera relates in this 

collection, it may be that he regards one as effective as 

the other—that is, useless. 
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Rodriguez sees this story as one which demonstrates the 

deep root of religious Christian doctrines in the Chicano 

mentality and also as a story which insinuates the way in 

which these doctrines serve the interest of the ruling 
2 

classes. The former conclusion can be substantiated; how

ever, the latter depends excessively on the critic's infer

ences and is open to question. The story as it stands tells 

us more about the mother than it does about oppressors who 

are never mentioned. 

If literature treats of God and faith in His powers, 

his counterpart, the devil, is also present. One need only 

think of works like Milton's Paradise Lost, Geothe's Faust, 

Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, and Blatty's The Exorcist to 

realize that he is very much alive in literature. Chicanes 

know him well, and their tradition is filled with numerous 

legends and tales about him and his dealings with men. In 

"La noche estaba plateada," Rivera deals in depth with the 

devil. The story is noteworthy for the amazing amount of 

material he has managed to pack into it. 

The story relates the intense desire of a boy to know 

whether the devil exists or not. As in many of the works 

in ". . . y no se lo trago la tierra," Rivera does not give 

the name or age of his character. One can only guess that 

the boy is young, possibly a teenager. He converses with 

his father before attempting to call the devil; then he 
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sneaks out on a moonlit night and summons the devil, but 

nothing happens. 

Rivera has used care in fabricating the structure of 

"La noche estaba plateada." The boy has an urgent desire 

to know about the devil. There are two sources for the 

boy's fascination with the devil. The first is the pastorelas 

which he used to attend: "Aun ya cuando lo habian llevado 

a las pastorelas de su tia Pana tenia la curiosidad por lo 

J / ^ r' 

que podria ser y como seria. Recordaba a don Rayos con la 

mascara de lamina negra y los cuernos rojos y la capa negra" 

(p. 55). The conversations of his elders gave him his second 

source of information about Satan. An example of such a con

versation is included in the story. It is worth citing be

cause it demonstrates the conception of the devil that his 

elders had. Taken for truth by the elders, this myth helped 

stir the boy's curiosity: 
Fijese, compadre, que con el diablo no se juega. 
Hay muchos que le han llamado y despues les ha 
pesado. La mayorla casi se vuelve loca. A veces 
que en grupos le han llamado para no tener tanto 
miedo. Pero no se les aparece hasta despues, de 
a uno por uno, solitos, y de distintas formas. 
No, no hay que jugar con el diablo. Al hacerlo ya 
como quien dice se le entrega el alma. Hay unos 
que se mueren de susto, otros no, nomas empiezan 
a entristecer, y luego ni hablan. Como que se les 
va el alma del cuerpo. (p. 55) 

This brief passage reveals how thoroughly Rivera has 

fueled the curiosity of his protagonist. The passage in

volves various traditions concerning the devil: 1) the 
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calling of the devil, 2) calling him in groups, 3) later 

apparitions one by one, 4) apparition in distinct forms, 

5) handing over of the soul to the devil, 6) dying of 

fright, and 7) living in a state of sadness with rare speech. 

These traditions are not original; for example, we find the 

calling of the devil in Goethe's Faust, the group seance 

appears in Hawthorne's Young Goodman Brown, and the appari

tion in various animal forms in common in folklore. 

That the boy had overheard much more than what is 

presented in the brief conversation quoted above is clear 

frcmi his knowledcie of other details. The night the boy goes 

out to call the devil is one with a full moon. In Chicano 

folklore the full moon is customarily suggestive of evil 

deeds. For example, the famous Llorona who drowned her 

children is said to seek them on nights when tlie moon is 

3 full. The boy knows that he must call the devil at exactly 

midnight, and, in an effort to be precise, he decides to 

take the clock with him. 

As the moment of truth arrives, the scale seems about 

to tip in favor of fear over curiosity. At the very begin

ning of the story, Rivera mentions this balance: "Durante 

todo el dia habia pensado en lo que podria pasarle pero entre 

mas pensaba, mas era la curiosidad y menos el miedo" (p. 54). 

The scale is tipped in favor of curiosity when the boy remem

bers something he has either overheard or has been taught: 
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tho devil cannot harm him since he is not yet dead. This 

notion seems to stem from the tradition of the Catholic 

Church, which teaches that, if spirits from another world 

appear to one, they are powerless to do harm. Connected 

with this concept is the doctrine of God's sovereign power 

over all. Under this doctrine the devil acquires complete 

possession only after a soul has been condemned, and this 

cannot happen until a person is dead and judged by God. 

Because of these beliefs, the boy can feel some security in 

calling the devil. 

As the boy ponders the proper way to call the devil, 

Rivera continues to let the reader know how much fascination 

the boy has had, for the boy knows a variety of names for 

the devil. The names the boy uses are interesting because 

they indicate the various characteristics attributed to the 

devil. The names that the boy uses are diablo, pingo, 

chamuco, lucifer, and satanas. Their meanings are different 

in various ways. 

Diablo is the equivalent of devil and both words have 

their root in the latin, diabolus. The Maryknoll Catholic 

Dictionary defines the word: "devil (L. diabolus) 1. A 

fallen angel. A purely spiritual being cut off from God 

because of the sin of rebelling." Under this name he is 

simply the principle of evil and someone opposed to God. 

Pingo is interesting because it seems that the Indians 
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have done some elaborating on the Christian theme of the 

devil. According to Madsen's study, pingos dwell in 

mountain caves. Their duty is to tempt men to sell their 

souls in return for wealth. Naturally the best targets for 

this sort of intrigue are poor people. Since wealth is the 

primary temptation, the pingo often appears in the form of 

a rich charro in order to impress his victims. However, he 

may appear in the form of a black dog. All pingos have 

tails, which may be snakes or beaded lizards. Only people 

fated to do so see pingos. After death men who make bargains 

may themselves become pingos, but women merely serve the 

pingos in their caves. In hell the pingos have the duty 

to pile firewood under condemned souls to burn them, and they 

jab these unfortunate victims with pitchforks. 

Chamuco is a name for which I failed to uncover an 

origin. However, it seems to have a relation to chamuscar, 

which means to sear or burn. The emphasis as I know it from 

common usage is on the ugliness and frightfulness of the 

devil, something akin to the English word bugaboo. 

Lucifer is described twice in The Maryknoll Catholic 

Dictionary. He is referred to under devil: "3. Lucifer, 

the chief of the rebellious angels who goes through the 

world like 'a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour' 

(1 Pt. 5:8). He is a rational spirit, embittered over his 

loss of the Beatific Vision, who has turned to an unending 
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hatred of God and things holy."^ He is also described under 

Lucifer: "Lucifer (L. light-bearer). The leader of the 

fallen angels, Satan, the prince of darkness. The term 

occurs in Is. 14:12 where it refers to the King of Babylon. 

The Fathers however applied this in a spiritual sense to the 

Devil, indicating the high and bright position to which he 

had been destined but which, because of the rebellion, he 

lost when he was condemned to the eternal night."^ 

Satanas is the equivalent of Satan. The Maryknoll 
0 

Catholic Dictionary gives the name this description: "Satan 

(Heb. adversary). A proper name given to the devil, who is 

the cause of all evil. This name is used frequently in the 
g 

New Testament." Under this title the role of adversary is 

stressed, and the conflict of evil versus good is em.phasized. 

This variety of names is important to the story, because 

the iDoy is searching for knowledge. He wishes to know whether 

in fact the devil does exist, and what his nature is. 

When the boy finally comes to the point of calling the 

devil, he treats him anthropomorphically. He decides that, 

in order to get the devil's attention, it is necessary to 

insult him, so he cilrses him. Finally, in a desperate effort 

he calls out a curse involving the devil's mother. This is 

a typical Chicano touch because that is the deepest insult 

that one Chicano can offer another. I find that the remark 

carries a wry humor. There may be a sly hint that, if there 

is a devil, he is a Chicano. 
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Rivera has carefully prepared for the confrontation of 

the boy and the devil. When it fails to occur, the natural 

conclusion is that there is no devil and that is that. How

ever, Rivera is masterfully ambivalent. First, he says of 

the boy: "Desilusionado y sintiendo a veces cierta valenti'a 

empezo a caminar hacia la casa" (p. 56). Then he states 

flatly: "No habia diablo" (p. 56). But that lasts only to 

the next sentence: "'Pero si no hay diablo tampoco hay 

. . . No, mas vale no decirlo. A lo mejor me cae un castigo. 

Pero, no hay diablo. A lo mejor se me aparece despues. No, 

se me hubiera aparecido ya. jQue mejor ocasion que en la 

noche y yo solo? No hay. No hay'" (p. 56). In the final 

analysis the boy's compadre is right in believing that one 

should not fool around with the devil; and he is right, not 

because the devil does exist, but because he does not appear 

even if one has the courage or curiosity to challenge him. 

This short story must certainly rank as one of the best 

in Rivera's book. In fact, Rodriguez, in his praise of it, 

claims that it is one of the best modern short stories: "'La 

noche estaba plateada,' por su habil enlace de un tema 

sumamente universal con una virulenta protesta social, por 

su tecnica magistral de interiorizacion y por su ejecucion 

igualmente diestra, raya a la altura de los mejores cuentos 

modernos."^ 

Taking an old subject Rivera has given it a new fresh

ness by including a considerable amount of the folklore that 
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can be found among Chicanes. The touch of irony in the 

boy's conception of the devil is humorous. Within the story 

Rivera has presented a fine view of the bey's consciousness. 

We see his burning desire to know whether, in fact, the 

devil does exist: and, as the moment for the devil's appear

ance approaches and passes, there is a sharp contrast between 

the almost speechless agitation of the protagonist and the 

calm of the night. "La noche estaba plateada" unravels be

cause we have a boy who feels the need to challenge what is 

presented to him t-'xposed to the considerable folklore and 

religious beliefs concerning the devil. In contrast to his 

elders he cannot simply accept what he hears. He must know 

for himself. 

"La noche estaba plateada" is a story in which man, 

in an intellectual, rational manner, challenges the devil. 

". . . y no se lo trago la tierra," likewise, is a story of 

challenge; in this story, however, the challenge is directed 

to God. The title of the story if indicative of the chal

lenge, for it is based on a legend or proverb to the effect 

that, if one has cursed or blasphemed God, the earth will 

open up and swallow him alive. 

Introducing this title story is an anecdote in which a 

minister comes promising to help the people on a farm to 

learn a trade. Ironically that trade is carpentry. The man 

who is to teach carpentry arrives but does nothing except 
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leave the people with broken hopes. The pain of these vain 

hopes is underscored in the last story of ". . . y no se lo 

traqo"̂  la tierra. " In that story, "Debajo de la tierra," 

the narrator reflects over all the preceding stories, and, 

when he comes to the incident of the minister and the offer 

of carpentry, he says: "Fijese que yo hasta fui al pueblo 

V me compre un martillo nuevo para estar preparado cuando 

vinieran a enseiiarnos" (p. 166) . In the anecdote the man 

who comes to teach the carpentry runs awav with the minis

ter's wife. This incident demonstrates the ineffectuality 

of the m.inister because, to a Chicano, keeping his woman is 

a sign of his virility and strength. The complete bankruptcy 

of the minister is shown by his utter helplessness in the 

face of this catastrophe: "Dicen aue el ministro, cuando 
* — 

se dio cuenta, se fue a la casa y hizo pedazos todos los 

muebles con un hacha y luego saco todo para afuera de la 

casa y le prendre. Alli se estuvo hasta que se volvio todo 

puras cenizas" (p. 166) . The ashes are an apt symbol for 

the uselessness of the minister and the religion he repre

sents. The anecdote aptly sets the tone for the story which 

follows it. 

". . . y no se le trago la tierra" is a story about a 

young man who encounters a severe challenge te his faith in 

God when a series of illnesses strike his family. His anger 

and resentment grow until, in a burst of frustration and 
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anger, when his nine-year-old brother falls ill, he curses 

God. Since he knows the legend (mentioned above), he ex

pects the ground to open and devour him, but it dees not. 

His fear dissipates, and he feels a new strength to control 

his destiny. 

In developing this story as an account of growing anger 

and skepticism, Rivera uses the tightening circle technique. 

The problem starts from afar and gradually approaches the 

heart of the son. The first real problem is the sickness of 

the aunt and uncle with the consequence that the family must 

be broken up (p. 66). 

When the father falls ill, his son's anger deepens and 

turns te hate as hopes are dashed: "Primere habia tenido 

esperanzas de que se aliviara pronto pero al siguiente dia 

sentia que le crecia el odio. Y mas cuando su mama o su 

papa clamaban por la misericordia de Dios" (p. 67). In his 

frustration the son lashes out at his mother's faith, but 

nevertheless still fears God: "' dQue se gana, mama, con 

andar haciendo eso? c^Apoco cree que le ayudo mucho a mi tio 

y a mi tia? <fPor gue es que nosotros estamos aqui como enterr-

ados en la tierra? . . . Y luego ellos rogandole a Dios . . 

si Dios no se acuerda de uno . . . yo creo que ni hay . . . 

No, mejor no decirlo, a lo mejor empeora papa'" (p. 67). 

The strain is growing; however, the breaking point has not 

been reached. 
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The strain intensifies as the son realizes that the 

suffering persons are innocent: "'A Dios estoy seguro, no 

le importa nada de uno. A ver, digame usted si papa es de 

mal alma o de mal corazon? (_• Digame usted si êl ha hecho mal 

a alguien'" (p. 68)? He maintains that God does not care 

for the poor: "'N'ombre a Dios le importa poco de uno los 

pobres. A ver, (̂  por que tenemos que vivir aqui' de esta 

manera? j Que mal le hacemos a nadie? Usted tan buena gente 

que es y tiene que sufrir tanto'" (p. 68). Furthermore, he 

refuses to accept the promise of a future reward as a satis

factory solution: "'No me diga nada. Ya se lo que me va a 

decir que los pobres van el cielo'" (p. 68). 

The breaking point is reached when the little nine-year-

old brother gets sick; then the son explodes in furious tears 

(p. 70), curses God, and feels a momentary fear. When noth

ing happens, he lets all his pent-up em.otions emerge until 

he feels relief (p. 70). When the earth fails to part, the 

boy knows he has successfully challenged God. Furthermore, 

his curse has worked the miracle that prayers failed to 

achieve: the father and the brother begin to get well. This 

indicates that a complete break with God is nothing to fear. 

Moreover, as the fear disappears, a new sense of freedom and 

possession of one's own destiny appears: "Habia nubes y por 

primera vez se sentia capaz de hacer y deshacer cualquier 

cosa que el quisiera" (p. 70) . 
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In developing this story, Rivera has pictured the 

heightening conflict between traditional beliefs and a 

growing religious skepticism. The conflict is personified in 

the protagonist, the mother, and the father. While the 

skeptical protagonist is seething with anger, the father, 

even in his illness, prays and cries for God's mercy and 

continues to wear his scapular. The mother is patient and 

resigned. She prays, lights her candles, and remembers that 

the poor go to heaven. When she sees her son's anger, she 

tries to calm him, but all she does is intensify the con

flict. She fears her son's rashness, and at times she 

wonders whether he is possessed by a demon. 

In this work, as in "Un rezo," Rivera uses the theme 

of the suffering innocent. The son points out that the 

father and mother are good people who have done harm to no 

one. The ultimate symbol of innocence is the little boy, 

the protagonist's brother. In "Un rezo" the innocence is a 

claim for protection; here it ought to be, in the protago

nist's eyes, a safeguard against suffering. The innocent 

suffering of the little boy, then, becomes the turning point 

in the conflict. 

An interesting comparison can be made between the con

frontations which occur in "La noche estaba plateada" and 

". . . y no se lo trago' la tierra." In the former, the 

doubting Thomas is driven by a quest for knowledge and by 
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curiosity. In the latter, the confrontation is brought 

about by growing anger and frustration. In the immediate 

aftermath of the confrontation, both protagonists experi

ence a momentary fear which is allayed when the expected 

result fails to materialize. In both stories, once the 

initial plunge has been taken, the protagonists find relief 

in a profusion of curses. The result in both cases is the 

same--nothing. The conclusion of the stories are logically 

somewhat different. "La noche estaba plateada," being a 

calmer story, does not force a deep dichotomy. Its ambiv

alence leaves room for continued doubt. This is not so with 

". . . y no se lo trago la tierra." It is a searingly emo

tional story and breaks like a swirling storm. The experi

ence of the protagonist forces a deep break with traditional 

beliefs; however, rather than being shattered, the son sur

vives the storm with strength, peace, and a new-found 

confidence in his own powers. 

In this story, Rivera has used religious conflict as 

the basis of his plot. The use of religious practices, like 

the wearing of the scapular and the lighting of candles, 

serves to characterize those who have traditional faith. 

Prayer plays an important part because it shows the types 

of belief common to many poor people, and serves to make 

explicit the things the protagonist is rebelling against 

and rejecting. 



98 

"La noche estaba plateada" and ". . . y no se lo trago"̂  

la tierra" are stories which feature protagonists who de-

liberatelv are seeking knowledge. Their quest ends in 

uncertainty. "Primera comunion" presents a younger protago

nist who comes to new knowledge accidentally. The result of 

his knowledge is disillusion. As he did in ". . . y no se 

lo trago la tierra" Rivera uses the introductory anecdote 

to foreshadow the result of the story. The anecdote tells 

of a twenty-year-old grandson who comes to visit his para

lyzed grandfather. The grandfather asks v;hat he desires 

most, and the grandson replies that he v.'ants his next ten 

years of life to pass instantly so he can know what happened 

in his life. The grandfather calls the grandson stupid, and 

the narrator remarks curtly that the grandson did not under

stand until he was thirty. The story which follows is a 

case in point because the little boy pays dearly for his new 

knowledge, and later has no desire to know more. 

"Prim̂ era comunio'n" is a story about growing up. It is 

centered around one of the great religious customs of 

Chicanes, that of confession and first comimunion. The nar

rator of the story recalls the way he was prepared for the 

event by a nun, and he remembers his anxiety about making a 

proper confession. As he waits at the church, he accidentally 

sees a man and a woman having intercourse in a tailor shop. 

The experience brings him to an awareness about the sin of 
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the flesh. He struggles with his conscience, and fails to 

confess something which he considers a sin. Thus, he makes 

a bad confession, but goes to communion anyway. 

"Primera comunio'n" is recounted by a narrator who looks 

back upon the experience. The device permits Rivera to write 

the story in the calm fashion which distance from an event 

makes possible. The event made a deep impression on the nar

rator for he remembers many details—for example, the clothes 

which he wore, his godfather, the chocolate and sweet bread. 

Even after the passage of time, the struggle of conscience 

is still vivid in the memory of the narrator. The tone of 

the narrator is not bitter, but he does provide an insight 

into how a skeptic is born. 

The title of this story is part of the impact of the 

story. If we take the title literally, we expect a happy 

story about a family celebration. The reverse is true. The 

young boy goes through an experience which turns the event 

into a nightmare for him. The situation is made worse for 

him by a nun who does not understand the material she is 

teaching. In her zeal to prepare the children properly, and 

have them make good confessions, she commits the error of 

trying to frighten them—and she succeeds all too well in 

this case—by telling them that to forget a sin and go to 

communion would be a sacrilege which could damn them to hell. 

In actual fact church doctrine teaches that it would be a 
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sacrilege, only if the omission is deliberate. Rivera 

cleverly sets up the situation by having the nun harp on the 

sin which the boy witnesses. 

The fear of the boy is deepened by his consciousness 

of hell. This idea has been firmly implanted by the nun 

and by his mother, who places a picture of hell over the 

head of his bed. The small boy has a vivid impression of 

hell out of his own experience. Looking back, the narrator 

describes his feelings: "Lo que si me daba miedo era el 

infi-erno porque unos meses antes me habia caido en un banc 

de brasas que usabamos como calentador en el cuartito donde 

iormiamos. Me habia quemado el chamorro. Bien me podia 

im,aginar lo que seria estar en el infierno para siempre" 

(p. 83). 

Rivera uses the requirement that sins be confessed in 

exact numbers as a way to create tension for the little boy. 

The nun harps on it. The little boy himself spends a rest

less night trying to arrive at a clear conscience. When he 

awakes early, his first concern is to get to church so he 

will not forget any. On the way to church he keeps reviewing 

the sins. 

When the child arrives at the church, he finds it closed 

In the context of this story, the closed church can be a 

symbol for a religion which is closed to the small boy be

cause of his early negative experiences with it. 
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Then the crisis comes. He witnesses the pair in the 

tailor shop, and the crushing weight of conscience falls on 

the young boy. Rivera portrays the struggle of conscience 

vividly. The boy feels the urge to share the experience 

with his friends, but he intuitively realizes that he cannot, 

for that would involve them in the sin. He wants to walk 

out, but again he cannot, for he cannot disappoint his par

ents and godparent. He feels tho attraction of sin, and yet 

he feels impelled to deny even what he has seen. Here is a 

struggle whose full impact depends entirely on the religious 

training drilled into the child. 

When the crucial moment arrives, the young shoulders 

are incapable of bearing the weight. Since he does not con

fess vhat he has seen, he becomes obsessed with thoughts of 

the sin. Echoes of the protagonist of "La noche estaba 

plateada" are present. There the boy was damned if he called 

the devil and damned if he did not; that is, had he not 

called the devil, he would always wonder if he really existed, 

yet, having called him. he was never sure that at some future 

dare he would not appear. In "Primera comunion," the boy is 

tormented because he must confess, and tormented also because 

he does not confess. The struggle reduces the size and the 

importance of his world. 

Next, as is his habit throughout the book, Rivera in

serts a short piece of dialogue. The dialogue accomplishes 
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two purposes. First, it shows how alone the child is in his 

struggle, for the adults are completely unaware of the motive 

for his dash out of doors; in fact, they misinterpret it as 

an eagerness to play. Second, it permits a glimpse of com

padrazgo and the obligations it incurs. The respect due to 

the godparent is implicit in the godfather's complaint about 

lack of courtesy on the part of his new godson. That the 

new godfather has the right to correct the child is shown by 

the fact that the father shows no sign of objecting to his 

remarks, and in fact, meekly agrees. 

Alone the child works on his problem. He vents his 

frustration by breaking bottles, and hurling stones at the 

cacti. For a brief moment he recalls a missionary he once 

heard and remembers the emotional lift he felt. For an in

stant, carried away by the emotion, he feels the desire to 

know more. But then he faces reality, and the boy thinks 

new knowledge may be more of the same agony, and he does not 

want more knowledge at that price. 

"Primera comunion" reveals both primary and secondary 

uses of religious elements. The notions of sin, of exact 

confession, and hell are central to the denouement of the 

story. As basic ingredients of the conflict, the story 

could not exist without them. The custom of compadrazgo 

and the missionary are secondary elements which, neverthe

less, fall naturally into the story and serve to give it a 
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Chicano flavor. Formal prayer is mentioned almost inci

dentally by the nun and is of minor importance in this story 

Children must grow up as life confronts them with new 

experiences. In the process they are often disillusioned 

or they encounter difficult situations. "Primera comunio^n" 

illustrates this theme of initiation and "La noche buena" 

continues it. "La noche buena" is an account of children 

who learn and by contrast a timi(l adult who does not (there

fore, she is incapable of coping with her world). The story 

concerns the grc.-.'ing children of dona Maria who observe that 

Santa Claus visits other children on Christmas, but not them. 

Aware of the traditions of Christmas, they conclude that, if 

Santa does not come, it must be because they are not good. 

Knowing this, the timid mother resolves to go shopping for 

toys. She goes to town, but is fearful every step of the 

way. There she is arrested as she leaves the store. Her 

husband gets her out of jail and they discuss the event. 

He is angry with the children for badgering her about Christ

mas and is on the verge of going to tell them that there is 

no Santa Claus. Doha Maria, however, still clings to the 

hope that the children can be put off by using the excuse 

of the Magi (another time for gift-giving), so she persuades 

her husband not to dash the children's hopes. But they over

hear and do not say anything when the sixth of January rolls 

around and nothing happens. 
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In this story the background of ri.ligious feasts is 

important. They provide an excuse for the children and the 

parents. For the children, the difference in dates provides 

a way to put them off, and for the parents it saves them 

from the humiliation of having to admit that they cannot 

afford toys. The two feasts are also a sign of the clash of 

cultures. The children are caught in the middle and cannot 

understand why neither occasion works for them. 

In characterizing the mother, Rivera uses religious 

elements frequently. v;hen dona Maria undertakes the trip 

to town, she is constantly afraid—the dog, the train, and 

the crowd all contribute to her fears. As she walks toward 

town, her timidity is revealed in her thoughts: "'Yo no se 

por que soy tan m.iedosa yo, Dios mio . . . . Dios quiera y 

no me vaya a salir aigun perro'" (p. 122). She does not 

understand her fear herself: "Dios mio,ique me pasa?" 

(p. 123). In describing how rarely dona Maria ever went any

where, the narrator notes that she only went to church when 

someone died, or when there was a wedding. 

Rivera names his characters in this story, and, because 

of the rarity of the use of proper names in the book, one 

suspects that they have a special significance. There is 

dona MarTa. In the context of Christmas, it is fitting that 

she recall the Virgin Mary as mother and giver of the supreme 

gift—the God-man. Don Chon is another apt example. Chon 
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can be a shortened form of Encarnacion, which has obvious 

connection with the incarnation of Christmas. 

"La noche buena" also contains elements of the pilgrim 

people motif. Therein the movement in search of a better 

life is present, in the mention of the journey north and the 

trip to town. The travail of hard labor and the journey 

motifs are clearly described: 

Por eso se d(-cidio comprarles algo. Pero no ten/an 
dinero para gastar en juguetes. Su esposo trabajaba 
casi las diec y ocho horas lavando platos y haciendo 
de comer en un restaurante. No tenia tiempo de ir 
al centre para comprar juguetes. Adem.as tenian que 
alzar cada semana para peder pagar para la ida al 
norte. Ya les cobraban por les nines aunque fueran 
parados todo el camine hasta Iowa. Asi que les 
costaba bastante para hacer el viaje. De todas 
m.aneras le propuse a su esposo esa noche, cuando 
liege bien cansado del trabajo, que les compraran 
algo. (p. 121) 

But the promised land is false, as is illustrated by 

tragic conclusion of the trip to the Kress store and the 

dashed dreams of the children. Dona Maria goes to town in 

hopes of finding the toys which will delight her children en 

Christmas Day, but instead she finds the terror of arrest. 

At the end of the story, in order te offer hope te her chil

dren, she is reduced to trying te continue the illusion 

that the Magi will later bring gifts. However, overhearing, 

they understand the futility of their dreams. The narrator 

tersely expresses the complete destruction of their promised 

land in two short sentences: "Y esperaron el dia de los 
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reyes magos como todos los anos. Cuando llego y paso'' aquel 

dia sin regales no preguntaron nada" (p. 125). 

In this story a compadre briefly appears. He is a 

minor character, but a helpful one. He is the one who goes 

to notify the husband of dona Maria's misfortune, and sets 

in motion her release from the jail. The incident merely 

points out the helpful relationship that exists between 

compadres. 

In th.is story the religious elements are pervasive. 

They are used to create tension, to characterize, and te 

symbolize. They play a major role in the development of the 

story and contribute to its impact. 

"La noche buena" and the ether tales discussed above 

are the works in which Rivera most clearly devotes attention 

to the religion of the Chicane. Religious customs and prac

tices are decisive in such matters as the structure, char

acterization, or dramatization in these stories. In effect 

the very existence of the stories depends upon elements of 

religion. Although the other tales in ". . . y no se le 

trago la tierra" are net se thoroughly involved with matters 

concerning religion, they nonetheless contain various re

ligious elements that warrant examination. 

"Los nines no se aguantaron" depicts the harsh working 

conditions of the Chicano, and the hardships which those 

conditions impose, especially on the children. The story 
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involves a cruel farmer who rations water to his farm hands, 

and a father who implores his child to wait for water. The 

child remembers better conditions up north and wonders why 

he must exist in the present situation. In an attempt to 

frighten the child who is sneaking to the water trough (under 

the pretext of using the toilet), the farmer shoots his gun 

and accidently kills the boy. 

The characters in this work bear seme similarities te 

the pilgrim people of the Bible. Harsh labor conditions, 

oppression, injustice, and knowledge of something better are 

present. The scenes Rivera depicts are strikingly reminis

cent of Exodus: "The Egyptians forced the sens of Israel 

into slavery, and made their lives unbearable with hard 

labour, work with clay and with brick, all kinds of work in 

the fields; they forced on them every kind of labour" (Ex. 

1:14). The fcimily of this story, like the family of Abraham, 

is accustomed to travel, and se the young boy has memories 

of other places which are better. Thus he comments (one 

would think almost wistfully): "'Alia en el norte siempre 

esta mejor'" (p. 7). Rivera never alludes te the Exodus 

story, but the parallels are se clear that a person familiar 

with the analogy can hardly overlook it. 

While "Los nines no se aguantaron" is a story with a 

single religious element in it, "Es que duele" has several. 

This story involves the pilgrim theme, compadrazgo, and 

reference to God in general language. 
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"Es que duele" concerns a boy who has just been ex

pelled from school for fighting. On the way home he alter

nates between anger and dread. He resents his treatment at 

school both by fellow students and by the staff. The boy 

dreads telling his parents about his disgrace; he does not 

want to dash their hopes that he become a telephone operator, 

a position which they see as well paid and prestigious. 

The story is preceded by an anecdote which reflects 

the matter of pilgrimage. The compadres are pondering about 

whether to go to Utah. New fields of work are opening, but 

there is some doubt concerning their reality. The Chicane 

pilgrim is willing to move; nevertheless, he is cautious, 

for too many promised lands have not panned out in the way 

they were described. 

The action of the story takes place while the boy is 

walking heme from school after having been expelled. The 

theme of a false premised land (a theme foreshadowed by the 

anecdote) is carried through. The father leeks upon the 

school as the place where his sen can learn in order to 

become a telephone operator: "'Nomas le pido a Diosito que 

le ayude a terminar la escuela y que se haga eperador" 

(p. 26). In a flashback, the author presents the bey with 

his mother walking toward school, a description suggestive 

of movement or travel toward a desirable goal. However, to 

the boy, school is an ordeal. He hates the attitude of his 
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fellow pupils and the examinations of the teacher and nurse: 

"Pero tambien da vergiienza y coraje. Siempre es lo mismo en 

estas escuelas del norte. Todos nomas mirandote de arriba 

a abajo. Y luego se rien de uno y la maestra con el palito 

de paleta o de esquimo pie buscandote pijos en la cabeza. 
la 

Da verguenza y luego cuando arriscan las narices. Da coraje" 

(p. 22). Nevertheless, the boy has his own ideas about where 

things might be better: "Ye creo que es mejor estarse uno 

aca en el rancho, aqui en la meta con sus gallineros, o en 

la labor se siente uno a le menos mas libre, mas agusto" 

(p. 22). The peace and free life that he yearns for is sym

bolized by a well-manicured cemetery; it seems to the young

ster that the beauty of the cemetery must take away pain and 

sorrow: "Esta es la mitad del camine a la casa. Este 

camposanto esta pero benito. No se parece nade [sic] al 

de Tejas. Aquel si asusta, no me gusta para nada. . . . 
y y y , y 

Pero este no, este esta pero bonite. Pure sacatite y arboles, 

yo creo que per eso aqui la gente cuando entierra a alguien 

ni llora" (p. 25). The dream of peace and beauty represented 

by the cemetery is a contrast te the smoldering ashes and 

ruins of the dump mentioned just before in the story. The 

nice, cool, shady cemetery is a dream, the burning dump is 

reality. 

In the anecdote which precedes the story, the relation

ship among friends is illustrated. The compadre functions as 
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a trusted friend, a person from whom one may seek informa

tion and advice. Because he is a friend, there is no need 

to be ashamed of ignorance. Within the story, the special 

relationship between godchild and godparent is revealed when 

the boy is brought before his godparent and told to tell 

without embarrassment what he hopes to be. The conversation 

serves to underline the desires of the father concerning his 

son's future; and these desires, together with the presence 

of the godfather whom the bey is bound to honor, add to the 

boy's anxiety about his disgrace in being expelled from 

school. That the boy feels the keen edge of shame for him

self and his parents is clear in the concluding lines of the 

story: "Ahora cuando venga mi padrino a visitarnes nomas 
^ y 

me escendo. Ya ni para que me pregunte nada. Ni para que 

leerle come me pone papa a hacerlo cada vez que viene a 

visitarnes. Lo que voy a hacer cuando venga es esconderme 

detras de la castana o debajo de la cama. Asi no les dara 

verguenza a papa y a mama" (pp. 26-27). 

In the conversation with the compadre, the father in 

passing asks God's help se that his sen may finish school. 

In this way, Rivera's use of Spanish reveals the character

istic of Spanish that was noted earlier in this study. 

Moreover, the diminutive form is used, a form which implies 

endearment and familiarity. 
The anecdote which introduces "La noche que se apagaron 
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las luces" contains mention of a wedding at church, and the 

story itself also mentions people going to mass on Sunday. 

These things are referred to in passing and play no vital 

role in the story. Of more importance are the pilgrimage 

elements which underlie the story. The anecdote places 

emphasis upon importance of the fiesta (see Chapter One for 

Cesar Chavez's remarks en this topic). The anecdote presents 

the prospective groom and his father hard at work preparing 

the place for the celebration. Travel motif is also indi

cated in the procession from the church te the bride's house: 

"Despues de cue se casaren en la iglesia se vinieren andando 

por toda ia calle con todas las madrinas y les padrines 

detras de ellos. Enfrente de ellos venia un menton de nines 

corriendo v gritande--Ahi vienen las novies" (p. 105). Espe

cially in the Chicano tradition, the dance, the shouting, 

and the wedding ail point toward joy and celebration. 

The story concerns two levers, Ram6'n and Juanita, who 

fall in love, pledge to be faithful, and are separated as 

they follow the migatory route north. During the separation, 

Juanita is courted by a Den Juan type, and is unfaithful to 

Ram(̂ n. When he returns, they quarrel; and, when she refuses 

to dance with him at the Saturday night dance, he leaves and 

commits suicide by clinging to the electric transformer. 

The familiar route north (in this story specifically to 

Minnesota) and Ramon's yearning to return te Texas, where he 
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hopes to fulfill his romantic dreams, constitute the theme 

of the journey to the promised land. Ram6n daydreams: 

"'Cuando regrese a Tejas me la robe. Ya no me aguanto. Si 

se viene conmigo. Si se viene. Se sale conmigo. Come la 

quiero. Cada azadonazio nomas me retumba su nombre. Por 

que se sentira uno asi cuando quiere a alguien?'" (p. 107). 

However, he is not to experience the joy of returning to 

the promised land. His fiancee is unfaithful, and his 

dreams end in suicide. 

"El retrato" is a story about scoundrel salesmen. It 

is introduced by an anecdote in which a priest blesses the 

cars and trucks of the migrants before they head north. He 

charges the high price of five dollars for each car. The 

people express their resentment about this kind of treatment 

by disfiguring the pews and the postcards which the priest 

brings back from Spain. The story itself deals with salesmen 

who come from San Antonio pretending to make special portraits 

out of photographs. Don Mateo and his wife give one of these 

salesmen their only photograph of a son who has been killed 

in the Korean War. Later they discover the salesman is a 

fraud. Don Mateo goes to San Antonio and finds the fraudu

lent salesman and forces him to paint his son's portrait 

from memory. 

The blessing the priest gives is similar to the prac

tice explained in Chapter One of this study. The blessing 
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5S of value to the people as a pledge of a safe and success

ful journey, and that is why they are willing to pay the 

high price of five dollars for it. 

The priest is corrupt, for he charges for a service 

for which he should receive a voluntary offering. More than 

corrupt, he is insensitive and incapable of understanding 

the sacrilege of his parishioners in the disfiguring of the 

church. He makes an interesting contrast to the Protestant 

minister of the anecdote prefacing ". . . y no se lo trago'' 

la tierra." The minister is simply bankrupt, helpless, and 

incapable of offering anything. The priest not only commits 

a sin of omission (failing to offer his people anything), but 

he also commits a sin of commission (robbing the poor). Thus, 

the priest serves to prefigure the corrupt salesman who also 

preys on the people. 

In the story there are two minor religious elements 

which help to characterize the family. When she speaks of 

her deceased son, the mother adds the traditional phrase: 

"Dios lo tenga en paz" (p. 137). Toward the end of the 

story the father refers to the picture of his son, and points 

out that it is close to the statue of the Virgin on a table. 

These two things illustrate the general nature of the family. 

In this story, again the author chooses to name his 

characters (as indicated earlier, Rivera does not usually do 

so). He uses three specific names. One is for the father. 
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Don Mateo, one for the dead son, Chuy, and one for the man 

with whom Don Mateo stays at San Antonio, Esteban. It is 

interesting to note that all three have a Biblical background 

and that they are in keeping with the Chicano tradition of 

giving children the names of saints. Mateo is connected 

with the apostle of the same name. Chuy is a form of Jesus. 

Esteban is a name connected with the first Christian martyr 

of the Acts of Apostles. The mention of San Antonio also 

recalls, of course, a saint's name. 

In "Cuando lleguemos. . . .," the final story that this 

study will consider, Rivera sketches the thoughts and desires 

of a group of people in a crowded truck that is carrying them 

north. In the process he achieves a good cross section of 

attitudes. Some of his narrators are patient, some bitter, 

some humorous, and some angry. 

The story contains several elements of the pilgrim 

people theme, and this theme can be used to interpret the 

story. The elements are the long hard journey, the need 

for food, the frustration of hoping to reach the illusive 

promised land, and the promised land itself. 

The hardships start with the truck breaking down 

(p. 148). The various narrators suffer or reveal the suffer

ings of others on the journey. One is sick: "'de abuena 

suerte que se paro aqui la troca. Me dolia mucho el estomago 

desde hace rato pero cuando hubiera llegada a la ventana para 
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avisarles hubiera tenido que despertar a una cantidad de 

gente*" (p. 148). Another is very tired: "Como quisiera 

sentarme un ratito siquiera. Me abajara y me acostara al 

lado del camino pero no sabe uno si hay alguna vibora o 

algun animal. Antes de dormirme parado sentia que se me 

doblaban las corbas" (p. 149). Another resents the animal

like conditions: "Esta es la ultima vez que vengo asi como 

una pinche bestia parado todo el camino. Nomas que lleguemos 

me voy a mineapolis, afuerza hallo alli algo que hacer donde 

no tenga que andar como un pinche huey" (pp. 150-51). An

other feels the pain of being unable to help: "pobre viejo 

ha de venir bien cansado ya, parado todo el viaje. Hace rato 

lo vi que iba cabeceando. Y ni como ayudarle con estos dos 

que llevo en las brazos " (p. 151). Another has kidney 

trouble: "cuando lleguemos a ver si consigo una cama buena 

para me vieja, ya le molestan mucho los rinones" (p. 152). 

The story reveals the need for food on the journey. 

There is a similarity to the Israelites asking for food in 

the desert. The Israelites received manna and quail, the 

Chicano hamburgers, and hunger makes them go down well: 

Se quedo^ el negrito asustado cuando le pedi los 54̂  
jamborgues. A las dos de la manana. Y como entre 
solo en el restaurante y muy seguro no vio que se 
paro la troca cargada de gente. Nomas se le saTtaron 
los ojos . . . at two o'clock in the morning, ham
burgers? Fifty-four of them? Man, yoû  must eat one 
hell of a lot. Es que la gente no habia comido y 
dlio el chofer que para no parar tanto y gastar tanto 
tiempo, que solo uno se abajara y pidiera para todos. 
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St? guodo asustado el negrito. No me podia creer lo 
que le habia pedido. Que queria 54. A las dos de 
la manana y con hambre se puede uno comer muy bien 
los jamborgues. (p. 149) 

In this story the yearnings for a better life are ex

pressed in various terms. One sees it as a better job: 

"AcS siquiera se puede ganar la vida de mejor manera" 

(p. 150). The same person also has his idea of celebrating 

the fiesta: "Y luego a las bolillas nomas de conseguirmelas" 

(p. 150). Another sees the better life in terms of a car, 

and saving his crowing girl's embarrassment: "Si nos va 

bien este ano a ver si nos compramos un carrito para ya no 

andar asi ccm.o \acas. Ya estan grandes las muchachas y ya 

les da pena a las ninas" (p. 150) . .Another sees it as 

getting out of debt and doing well in the harvest: "A ver 

si no nos endrogamos mucho . . . . Oja.la y nos vaya bien en 

el betabel si no nos vamos a quedar en el aire" (p. 150). 

To a mother it is being able to help: "Ojala y le pueda 

ayudar con algo en la labor pero se me hace que este ano, 

con estos guerauitos, no voy a poder hacer nada" (p. 151). 

To a husband it is simply a good bed for his ailing wife: 

"cuando lleguemos a ver si consigo una cama buena para mi 

vieja, ya le molestan mucho los rinones" (p. 152). 

"Cuando lleguemos. . . ." is a story of the difficul

ties of the pilgrimage, but it is not devoid of hope, as can 

be seen by the hopes which the narrators entertain. However, 

file:///acas
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the story does carry a definite tone of frustration and dis

couragement: "cuando lleguemos, cuando lleguemos,ya, la 

mera verdad estoy cansado de llegar. Es la misma cosa llegar 

que partir porque apenas llegamos y . . . la mera verdad 

estoy cansado de llegar. Mejor deberia decir, cuando no 

lleguemos porque esa es la mera verdad. Nunca llegamos" 

(p. 152). All of the hopes and frustrations reflect the 

nature of a pilgrim people; the Israelites also experienced 

dark moments and at times lost hope of reaching the promised 

land. In their quest, the Israelites had to rely on God. 

This sense of dependence is also present in this story. Two 

of the narrators employ the familiar short phrases invoking 

God's help. One thinks: "'Nomas le pido a Diosito que haya 

trabajo'" (p. 150). Another observes: "'Dios quiera y le 

pueda ayudar' " (p. 151). This, then, is a story which uses 

the structure of the pilgrimage. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this study, the works examined warrant the conclusion 

that, as a reflection of Chicano life, religion is indeed a 

central element in Chicano literature. The treatment which 

religion receives from Chicano authors can be positive. 

There are authors who pay homage to the Virgin of Guadalupe 

(for example, Abelardo in "La Guadalupana"). In his poems 

"bendito sea tu vientre," "a cualquier hora," and "bendita 

suerte," Alurista continues the positive image of the Virgin. 

Portillo briefly describes a kindly priest and the peace 

which religion temporarily brings to Nina in "The Apple 

Trees." 

However, in writing about religion and the church (in 

the majority of the cases the Catholic Church), Chicano 

authors tend to be critical. They criticize belief in God 

and his care for the poor. They point out the failure of 

religion and the Chicane's rebellion against it. Perhaps, 

the focal point of criticism is the priest. He is protrayed 

as lacking faith and forgiveness; he is intolerant and ex

ploits the poor. The priest is also attactied for perpetuat

ing the doctrines which encourage passivity and promise "pie 

in the sky." 

Pressing their critical viewpoint of religion, Chicano 

authors have, nevertheless, maintained a literary quality in 
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their writing. There are few diatribes; instead, these 

authors tend to make their point through understatement. 

Humor is a saving quality and is used effectively in stories 

like "El Milagrucho" and "Al pozo con Bruno Cano." 

In the works which we have examined, religion is not 

treated lightly. It is presented as an important part of 

life in the Chicano world. This conclusion is underscored 

by the fact that Rivera builds several of his major stories 

around religious themes, Anaya writes about the religious 

development of his protagonist, and several authors use the 

priest or minister in an important role. 

Efforts are made to bring about change in the religious 

attitude of the Chicano. The change sought is frequently 

associated with social conditions. Alurista in "alia ajuera" 

typifies this effort. The passive acceptance of class dif

ferences based on God's will, and the priest's assertion of 

God's love for the poor make him rebel. He calls for action 

and confrontation. 

As major milestones in Chicano literature, the works of 

Anaya and Rivera deserve special attention in their presen

tation of the Chicano religion. I will briefly describe 

their approach to the topic of religion and make some com

parisons of their use of religious customs and practices. 

As has been pointed out previously in this study. Bless 

Me. Ultima is a Bildungsroman. This fact combined with the 
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suggestion of Roberto Cantu that Anaya's protagonist is seek

ing a synthesis of three religious traditions indicates that 

Anaya wished to make religion a central element in the novel. 

Thus, it is inevitable that Tony Marez question religious 

tradition. And so Cantu observes: "En cuanto a su signifi-

cacion dentro de la obra, en lo onirico se ponen en entre-

dicho las creencias y los dogmas tradicionales, cuestiona-

miento radical que se ejecuta por igual en el piano 

correspondiente a la trama." 

The search for a synthesis of religions requires various 

traditions and Anaya uses three: the Judeo-Christian tradi

tion, the mythic tradition of the golden carp, and the 

magical tradition of Ultima. The synthesis of religions 

requires appreciation and understanding as well as criti

cism. The end result will incorporate the best elements of 

each religion and create something new. 

In a review, Seymour Menton comments on Rivera's book: 

"Actually in this [". . . y no se lo trago la tierra"] and 

other selections, Rivera stresses that religion as well as 

superstition contributes to the exploitation of the farm 

workers."^ This statement is a clue that Rivera's work will 

involve a rejection. Rodriguez theorizes that the organiz

ing theme of the whole book is an attack against religiosity. 

He describes religiosity as: "no precisamente la religion, 

sino no alguna de sus formas distorsionadas en fanatismo y 
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cegura mental que la mantenido obnubilada la mente de muchos 

seres humanos, especialmente, la de los chicanes y sus 

antecesores, por su arraiga da tradicion religiosa." There

fore, the critic thinks that placing the title story, which 

denies a religious belief, at the heart of the book gives 

the theme emphasis and indicates the purpose of the author. 

Rodriguez is on the right path, but his thesis infers 

too much from the stories and places a burden on them which 

can not be sustained. Rivera may be attempting te provoke 

change in religious attitudes but he does not advocate the 

wholesale rejection of religion as a tool of class subju

gation. VThat Rivera is attempting to do is create a broader 

view of religion. This purpose is evident in a taped re

sponse from Rivera to a question from me: 

Question: Were you trying to make any special point 
about religion? 

Rivera: I tried not to be moralizing in my work 
either here or in other things I have written. 
It is not my intention to moralize. I did 
though, because of the great impact that re
ligion has on people who are not educated, 
want to emphasize certain aspects of it. 
Basically that the religion of the young 
Chicano child is, I guess as any other, held 
in a sense of awe and perhaps tilted towards 
resignation, toward a finality. I simply 
wanted, if there is any moralizing, I simply 
wanted to point out the fact that organized 
religion was, or could be, an end to itself, 
where religion, or the concept of tying one
self to the unknown can be a lot more broad 
and more effective, not as a dogma, but as a 
means of reaching several levels of conscious
ness wherein each level makes us more aware 
of being human beings.^ 



123 

And Rivera does present some protagonists who hold religion 

in awe and others who are in rebellion against resignation 

and accepting the finality of things. 

The above remarks generally indicate how each author 

approaches the topic of religion. Let us see what Anaya's 

synthesis and Rivera's respect for but rejection of certain 

religious elements will do to their subject matter of 

religion. 

Both Anaya and Rivera present scenes involving statues 

of religious figures. For Anaya the statues play a central 

role in family affairs, as has been previously mentioned. 

The emphasis on the statue and prayer is a means of expos

ing Tony to the influence of religion. The statues are 

present in Rivera's stories only as a means of showing the 

faith of the people, as a characteristic of their religion. 

Prayer is a pervasive element of both works. Tony 

Marez is exposed to prayer often; for example, Anaya mentions 

daily rosaries at home, the Sunday masses, and the prayers 

for first communion. Prayer is part of the religious ambiance 

of Tony's world. Prayer in Bless Me, Ultima has a wide 

range. It is used to implore favors, to beg forgiveness, to 

express thanksgiving. Rivera, on the other hand, seems to 

restrict prayer in his stories. The imploring mother of 

"Un Rezo" is very similar to Maria Luna, but a difference 

can be noted. The mother is a model of resignation, as are 
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^^e parents in ". . . y no se lo trago la tierra." The 

prayers found in Rivera's work are all of one kind: peti

tion. The narrower scope of prayer in Rivera's book suggests 

that he is using this religious custom as a means of charac

terization. 

The use of traditional religious expressions can be 

found in both works, but Rivera uses them more sparingly 

than does Anaya. This is due to the nature of their works. 

Rivera frequently changes charactcrs--5orie of which are 

antaconistic to religion—while Anaya presents a basic set 

of characters throughout the novel. The result is that 

-Anaya has more chances for repetition. Moreover, the variety 

of expressions is richer in Bless Me, Ultima than in ". . . y 

no se lo trago la tierra." In both works the expressions 

are appropriate for the characters and reflect actual Chicano 

usage. 

Blessings play a more important part in Anaya's novel 

than they do in Rivera's stories. Rivera mentions the 

blessing of cars and trucks in order to illustrate the exploi

tation of the people. In Bless Me, Ultima, the very title 

demonstrates that blessings will play a crucial part in the 

novel. The blessings and their pov;or arouse Tony's interest. 

He questions their power and effectiveness. In the end the 

blessing sought from Ultima is used as a symbol of movement 

toward something new. The blessings in both works reveal 
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-he strnqgle of the Chicano to control his life by control

ling the supernatural. 

The power, which the Chicano of these novels is trying 

to control, is the power of evil personified in the devil. 

In Anaya's novel the devil is seen as the force of evil who 

can intrude into life and be controlled by magical means— 

largely those of Ultima. He can cause harm to people and 

there is need of protection from him. In Rivera's story "la 

noche estaba plateada" the devil is treated as opposed to 

God, but somehow related to Him. The protagonist of that 

story reasons that, if there is no devil, then there is no 

led. However, Rivera's story emphasizes, not the goodness 

or evilness of the devil, but rather the question of his 

existence. That the devil is evil can be inferred from the 

fear of himi and the consequences of summoning him. 

The concern for good and evil is extended to the sacra

ments of confession and communion. Through confession evil 

is recognized, repented for, and forgiven. Communion gives 

union with goodness or God. It is interesting that both 

Anaya and Rivera deal with a first confession and communion. 

Anaya builds Tony's hopes for understanding and knowledge on 

these two sacraments. He stresses the aspect of forgiveness 

and reparation in confession. Rivera in "Primera comunion" 

also deals with the subject. His emphasis is on the punish

ment due to sin and the requirement for exactness. The 
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knowledge of sin is a burden for his young protagonist. 

Both authors recognize the specialness of the situation. 

Anaya does so by emphasizing Tony's long preparation for his 

first communion and by mentioning his new clothes. Rivera 

calls attention to the special nature of communion by having 

his protagonist recall the special breakfast. The treatment 

of this subject contains interesting parallels. Both authors 

have young protagonists who are disillusioned by the experi

ence of confession and communion. Both stories are narrated 

by the person long after the event. Finally both accounts 

seem to be casting for something more than what the present 

state can offer. 

The celebration of Christmas is an important tradition, 

and it finds its way into the work of both authors. Anaya 

represents the Christmas of the .Marez family as a warm cele

bration. Playing his role, Tony is captivated by the reli

gious traditions of going to midnight mass and visiting the 

Natir'itv scene. Receiving gifts is a secondary element. 

However, gifts are the focal point of Rivera's story "La 

noche buena." It is her children's desire for them that 

drives dona Maria to town in search of them. The lack of 

gifts in the past points to the T>overtv of the family. The 

custom, of giving gifts is also used to illustrate the clash 

of cultures. In the end, this st^-y leaves the reader with 

the sharp sting of poverty and the pain of disappointment. 
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Ĵ ivera uses the spirit of good will and peace at Christmas 

to give even more impact to his story. Anaya and Rivera 

have used contrasting approaches; for the former Christmas 

is a time when life is a little better, for the latter 

Christmas is a time when life is harsher. 

Another celebration popular among Chicanes is that of 

Lent and Easter. This celebration is part of Anaya's novel, 

but is not mentioned in the stories of Rivera. There is a 

twofold reason for Anaya's use. First, Enster is a popular 

time for first communion; md, second, making Lent and 

Easter part of the novel gives him. a chance to write about 

the concepts of sin, suffering, forgiveness, and new life. 

All of these religious concepts are imiportant to the devel

opment of his protagonist. 

The question of suffering and innocence is raised by 

both authors. Tony questions the suffering of the victims 

of witchcraft and especially the death of Narciso. He wants 

te cry out against the injustice of that poor man's death 

in the act of doing a good deed. Rivera raises the question 

in the title story of his collection. The reaction of his 

protagonist is stronger. Rivera's protaaonist blames God 

for the suffering and curses Him for it. The stronger re

action in Rivera's protagonist can be logically explained by 

three factors. First, Rivera is dealing with a more mature 

person than the one which Anaya depicts; therefore, his 
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understanding and questioning can be deeper. Second, the 

story of Rivera is a short one employing the tightening 

circle technique, and the suffering is used as the catalyst 

to provoke the climax. Third, Rivera wants rebellion, 

Anaya synthesis. This fact is clear in both stories. For 

even as Tony protests, he is acting as confessor for Narciso 

and praying for the dying man. However, Rivera's protago

nist is a model of pure defiance of tradition as indicated 

by the title. 

Both writers associate the question of suffering and 

innocence with the power of God. Tony frequently wonders 

why Ultim.a succeeds when the priest has failed; for example, 

only Ultima can lift the curse on the Tellez ranch. Rivera 
y 

questions the benefit of prayers in ". . . y no se lo trago 

la tierra." Both authors show people turning to God in times 

of need. The result is the same; no help is forthcoming. 

Rivera's protagonist rebels and rejects a God, who probably 

does not care for the poor. Tony observes and is shown as 

increasingly dependent on Ultima's wisdom and powers. Both 

works show the protagonist moving away from dependence on 

the power of God. 

One final question has vet to be answered. Why have 

these two authors and others chosen to devote so much atten

tion to religion? Jorge Campos in a review states that 

Rivera's purpose in writing is: "el de reflejar en obra 
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•Literaria una conciencia chicana." Clearly, this conclu

sion is valid not only for Rivera, but also for the other 

Chicano writers. Going a step further, one can conclude 

that religion with its customs and practices are an inti

mate part of the Chicano conscience, and that is why it is 

portrayed in Chicano literature. 

In the works we have studied, and especially in those 

of Anaya and Rivera, the younger generation is at odds with 

the beliefs of their elders. This sugger.ts a conflict of 

values. By placing the conflict on the highest level pos

sible—the religious level—these authors are serving notice 

that the Chicano will no longer accept preconceived solu

tions and the status quo. 

In most cases the world portrayed in these works is 

not the Chicano world of today. It is the world of the 

Chicano's father or grandfather. The value of these works 

lie in their provision for continuity. These literary ef

forts show the Chicano his past, and hint at his emerging 

modern image. In portraying the past, these authors have 

left intact the basic traditions v;hich have been the strength 

and backbone of Chicano life--for example, close family ties, 

a sense of respect for elders, and the ability to celebrate 

life in spite of hardships. 

Finally it is evident that Chicano literature is on the 

rise both in quantity and quality. However, in order for 
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this long suppressed past of our literary heritage to flower, 

there is need of more critical analysis and review. It is 

to be hoped that colleges, universities and scholarly jour

nals will soon move to meet this need, thereby bringing this 

area of literature to the prominence it deserves in research 

and study. 



NOTES 

1 ^ ^ . 
Roberto Cantu, "Entructura ysentido de lo onirico en 

Bless Me, Ultima," Mester, 5 (November 1974), 27. 
Seymour Menton, . . . y no se lo trago l.i tierra, 

Latin American Literary Review, 1 (Fall 1972), 112. 

Juan Rodrit]ucz, "La embestida contra la religiosidad 
en ^ . . y no se lo trago^ la tierra, " PCChA:: Proceedings, 
no. 3 (rr74), p. 84. 

'Tomas Rivera in a tape recoi dcnl response to questions 
dated December, 1974. 

5 / 
Jor̂ -e Cam-cos, "Literatura chicana: Cuentos de Tomas 

Rivera," Insula, 29 (March 1974), 11. 
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