
  

Homily for the celebration of Saint Juan Diego’s Feast Day at SSW on December 8, 2020.  

Gospel Reading:  The Parable of the Lost Sheep 

“So it is not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little one should be lost.”  

This evening we commemorate the life of the blessed Saint Juan Diego Cuauhtla-toatzin, an 

indigenous man of brown-skin and non-Spanish-speaking low caste to whom Our Lady of 

Guadalupe appeared in 1531. She too was a brown-skinned and non-Spanish-speaking lady. 

She appeared to blessed Juan Diego on the site where the Earth Goddess Tonantzin had long 

been worshipped by the indigenous Mechica people. They were the conquered people of 

Mexico made subservient to the Spanish colonial rulers. Many suffered from what we would call 

PTSD and the destruction of their theological worldview. Some call this narrative of indigenous 

origin a myth, but even myths have an origin in the popular religiosity and oral history of a people 

of faith.   

The Roman Catholic people’s theologian from the West Side of San Antonio, the late Father 

Virgil Elizondo, called this narrative “the gospel letter to the indigenous peoples of the 

Americas.”  The idea of an indigenous lady appearing to a low-caste indigenous man under 

colonial rule is indeed scandalous and suspicious when viewed from the perspective of 

power. However, it is good news to the lowly of Mary’s Song that we heard in yesterday’s Gospel 

reading of the Magnifcat. Mary of Guadalupe lifts Juan Diego Cuauhtal-toatzin from his 

position of low-caste nobody and makes of him a somebody. She lifts him up by calling him in his 

native language.   

She appears to Juan Diego three time and commissions him to go to the center of power with 

a message for the Spanish Bishop of colonial Mexico: to build a shrine for worship at the 

periphery of the city where the lowly and forgotten reside. He goes reluctantly as he knows 

that the bishop would not believe a poor indigenous man. At the second visit with the bishop, 



the bishop requests proof of her appearance and Maria of Guadalupe provides that for him -a 

tilma cloak filled with fragrant roses and her image imprinted on the cloth.   

When I asked my Facebook followers what they thought of this narrative one of the faithful 

responded in the present tense by saying, quote:  “This story allowed us to create a new 

narrative even as our world literally ended upon the arrival of the Europeans. It gave us a 

sense of belonging in the New World that was not meant for us. Those in power did not 

believe and needed repeated proof.  Juan Diego is one who embodies much in the psyche of 

the average Mexican.” Endquote.  

Bishop Erik Gronberg of the Northern Texas Northern Louisiana Synod responded by sharing what 

he learned at a recent conference of Latinx Leaders in his synod.  He wrote that this story is 

meaningful for the Mexican people on this side of the U.S. Mexico border because she 

reminds them of the mother they left behind in Mexico and she cares for them as she cared 

for Juan Diego.   

I saw the power of this narrative several years ago on the feast day of Our Lady of Guadalupe in East 

Austin. I was driving down East 7th Street at noon going to my favorite Mexican restaurant when I 

saw a long procession of matachines, the many-colored indigenous dancers leading the procession 

on her feast day.  I stopped and parked and joined the people until we stopped at the doors of 

San Jose Catholic Church. When I went inside, I saw the sanctuary filled with the faithful 

dressed in colorful regional clothing representing the people of southern Mexico. Dozens of roses 

filled the altar commemorating the roses that Juan Diego picked and placed in his tilma cloak as 

proof for the Spanish bishop. Historians record that the Spanish bishop and those with him 

kneeled when they saw her image on Juan Diego’s cloak.  For the people of East Austin, our 

Lady represents the mothers and grandmothers left behind in native countries when they 

are forced to migrate to become the essential workers in this country.  



This Gospel to the Americas is powerful because it transcends the caste system that was created by 

colonial Mexico that determined one’s place in society by virtue of skin color, native language or 

regional accent.  It’s a gospel of the people that transcends national borders. Every time it is 

proclaimed, Our Lady of Guadalupe calls the unseen no-bodies of this world to service in the 

reign of God.  She affirms our human dignity and worth in a world that segregates, dismisses 

and disempowers the lowly and the different even as they are the essential workers of our 

economic system.  There are many Juan Diegos all around us here in Austin. You find them in 

every restaurant serving others; they are the landscape artists that groom our lawns; they are 

found at every building under construction in this mega city that Austin is becoming. You will find 

them at Casa Marianella where you will see them in many skin tones. You will hear them in 

the multiplicity of languages of their native countries. They will rise to become priests and 

deacons in the church universal.  They will become Lutheran pastors and Episcopal priests and 

faculty!  

A Lutheran pastor, a former student who claims indigenous bloodlines from central Mexico 

serves in Alvarado, south of Fort Worth. He teaches my class that he places an image of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe at the entrance of his church because she points to the altar cross and 

tells the faithful:  “Do as he says!”   

I think of the Gospel Parable of the Lost Sheep when I think of Saint Juan Diego. Many in 

colonial Mexico felt lost and disempowered. Many had death wishes for their children. Our Lady of 

Guadalupe appears to Juan Diego because he embodies the soul of a nation that felt lost and 

powerless. She calls him to rise up from the ashes of conquest and colonial rule to become a 

servant of the Church. She commissions him to seek justice for the oppressed and to give voice and 

agency to the first peoples of these lands.  



So what are the lessons that the Gospel of Juan Diego teaches us 500 years after the 

appearance of our Lady?   

He teaches that you and I are called to speak up for the ones dismissed as lacking in 

authority.  

He teaches me as the son and grandson of Mexican parents to take pride in my created goodness as 

a mestizo, a Mixed-Race person of Spanish and Indigenous bloodlines and to affirm the same 

goodness in all others.  

He teaches me that the Spirit can call anyone, any body, to embody the Gospel of 

reconciliation where cultural, linguistic and theological differences exist.   

He teaches that one must forgive the systemic oppressor even as he or she calls the oppressor to 

account for his or her privileged place in society.  

He teaches the church that sainthood is not reserved for a social or economic class or an 

educated elite, but is found in service to humanity in the image of the One who calls all of us 

to service in the kin-dom of God.   

It took almost 500 years for Juan Diego Cuauhtla-toatzin to be declared a saint by the church.  He 

reminds the church today that he was declared a saint on the day he was baptized. So remember 

your baptism in whatever language you prefer and go and do likewise. Amen.  

 

 

 


