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PREFACE

Mystifying aspects of María of Ágreda linger long after her simple cloistered life in seventeenth-century Spain. She lived and died without leaving her village. Yet the nun’s legacy threads through many historical accounts of the American Southwest and Latin America. Her name still evokes wonder around campfires in Texas and New Mexico, and her writings are studied in universities worldwide for their influence on Spanish literature. Her prolific correspondence with King Felipe IV of Spain sheds valuable insights on the court life and politics of the era.

Her story, though woven in an age of miracles, is riddled with questions in today’s age of science.

Did María of Ágreda, while praying in ecstasy, actually levitate before witnesses, as in the case of Teresa of Avila? Did she, in the quiet of her cloister, chronicle a spiritual union with God that guaranteed her place as a religious pioneer and seer for future generations? Did she, in effect—through spiritual if not physical means—convert Jumano Native Americans to Catholicism in colonial southwest America, as detailed in many historical treatises of the time? And, if so, how?

I first learned about María of Ágreda indirectly, through Fr. Solanus Casey, a saintly bearded monk who read the mystic’s books on his knees for fifty years and gave copies of them to our family in 1952. Decades later, in 1997, high atop a bookcase that had not been touched in years, I spotted the four dusty volumes, each encased in worn, green, leathery binding with faded gold lettering that read City of God. Initially I thought of Saint Augustine, but upon opening them discovered that the title expanded to Mystical City of God, a translation of a seventeenth-century series by a cloistered Spanish abbess.

For six months each night after work, I immersed myself in the volumes, a set totaling twenty-seven hundred pages of archaic English translated over a ten-year period between 1902 and 1912 from an even more archaic baroque Spanish written not once but twice between 1637 and 1660. The set was based on the personal visions and private revelations of María of Ágreda and chronicled the life of Mary, mother of Jesus of Nazareth. Each time I was ready to set the huge tomes aside for a more contemporary diversion, some compelling account of Sor María’s spiritual heartaches—or her archetypal portrayal of Mary—transcended the barriers of time and space and drew me back.

In doing so, I entered Sor María’s world on her own terms, purposely skipping the brief historical references to her life and works in the opening article titled “Special Notice to the Reader.” Not until much later, recalling her brief mention of being ordered to burn all her writings, did I emerge from the rarified milieu of her mystical writings to learn about other, more relative, aspects of her life, and what others said and wrote about her.

Historical accounts emerged of her friendship with the unpredictable king and her mystical appearances in the American Southwest. Literary scholars, I learned, studied her writing for its plentiful examples of baroque Spanish. Historians read her correspondence with the king for its unique window into seventeenth-century court life. Theologians scrutinized Mystical City of God—her devout portrayal of the life of Jesus’ mother, Mary—for its dogmatic consistency, or lack thereof. And many overly deferential devotees absorbed her mystical treatises almost literally, to the exacerbation of scholars, historians, and theologians.

How could I reconcile all this, I wondered, with the writings of the sincere, self-effacing woman who had dedicated her life to the quiet transcendence of the spiritual path? Was she diabolical, as the Spanish Inquisition attempted to declare in her day—or delusional, as psychiatrists today might conjecture?

Ironically, despite her rich spiritual legacy, Sor María did not seem to be a frequent subject of religious studies in the United States, unlike in Spain, where many analyses of her symbolic “Mariology”—a term used to describe the study of Mary—were published in the hopes of furthering her cause for sainthood. Yet I discovered valuable scholarly materials about her, published in the United States and England, mainly through programs of Spanish literature, colonial history, and women’s studies. The scholars’ questions were many, and their conclusions were fertile and provocative. What were the freedoms of religious women in times past, I now wondered. How had Jewish mystics in Spain impacted their Christian counterparts? What acceptable venues existed for those talented women who today might be religious leaders and authors of note? Were they manipulated by their male ecclesiastical superiors? And, as a result, what rightfully could be their legitimate legacy today?

Attracted by Sor María’s long-standing devotion to quiet prayer— the inevitable transcendent source of her mystical experiences—and inspired by the work of the late Mary Giles, founding editor of Studia Mystica, and Clark Colahan, author of The Visions of Sor María de Agreda, I decided to study Sor María more thoroughly from the inside out. In that she was still a relatively obscure figure, however, the body of material available by and about her in English was not very satisfying to this exploration. Ultimately I was compelled to visit her convent in Ágreda, Spain. I left there with photographs, taped interviews with her conventual successors, and a wealth of materials in Spanish that would take a long time to absorb. As I investigated, more of Sor María’s autobiographical testimony emerged, from her childhood through the grueling interrogation by the Spanish Inquisition later in her life.

Throughout, my questions remained: What really happened in her life, and how did it square with her writings about the mystical process and her own experiences?

Could she have been a liar, delusional? Could there be a disconnect between her considerable accomplishments and those activities less comprehensible? How possible was it that there might be, however mystical or miraculous, some truth to the more phenomenal aspects of her life? How did María of Ágreda’s experiences stand up against other such examples throughout the millennia among the major wisdom traditions? Her experiences strained credulity. Yet so many aspects of Sor María’s life inspired me and could potentially inspire many others. I reengaged in my inquiry as I had begun—reading and listening to her, seeking consistencies as well as inconsistencies, but deciding to allow her to explain herself.

The result was an empathetic yet reportorial approach, as I worked to present Sor María’s story as accurately as possible, but from her perspective as a spiritual aspirant, as recorded in historical documents and especially those of her own testimony. This represents a concerted effort on my part to search out Sor María’s voice and help her to speak it—albeit in absentia so long after the fact—in a format and context accessible to a contemporary audience. My goal in doing this is to portray a highly accomplished and unusual woman whose story will prove thought provoking and inspiring to a wide audience today. The fact that she lived her life as a Catholic did not especially motivate me, although no doubt this allowed me to understand her more easily because of my own background.

This work, therefore, is not a scholarly treatise on the life of this extraordinary woman. Nor does it presume to render doctrinal definitions about the spiritual matters of which María of Ágreda wrote. Instead, it attempts to reconstruct through systematic research enough of a spiritual and historical backdrop to set the stage for the abbess to speak for herself—from autobiographical material and correspondence not yet available in English, from the convent’s abundant archives in Ágreda, Spain, and from personal interviews with her conventual successors. This I have seasoned amply with the testimony of her contemporaries as well as modern day scholars.

In doing so, I worked to portray María of Ágreda’s life and times in a way that is both objective and accessible, while attempting to contribute a comprehensible context for her unusual mystical experiences. Beyond that, and most meaningful to me personally, I hope that the universal aspects of María of Ágreda’s all-too-human struggles and heartwarming triumphs will touch and inspire the reader directly.

—Marilyn H. Fedewa


CHAPTER 1

Who Is María of Ágreda?

AT FIRST GLANCE, MARÍA OF ÁGREDA’S LIFE EVOKES THE heights and depths of a spiritual rollercoaster ride, plummeting down and scaling the landscape of her soul during her sixty-three years on earth. The abbess’s writing, however, documents her hard-won spiritual lessons with examples akin to breaking the barrier of running the “four-minute mile” in spiritual terms. In the process, she marks precious milestones across the centuries for seekers the world over who long for peace and enlightenment.

This prominent seventeenth-century religious and political figure lived in—and never left—northeast Spain. Yet María of Ágreda is paradoxically regarded today in pockets of the American Southwest as a key historical phenomenon. Her writings, reverently packed in ornate travel boxes, accompanied noted colonial missionaries such as Junípero Serra and Antonio Margil as they evangelized California and Texas, founding missions and city centers, some in her memory.

More challenging to the imagination, however, is the fact that Jumano Native Americans in Texas and New Mexico called María of Ágreda the “Lady in Blue” who personally taught them Christianity, while nuns in her charge vowed their abbess had never left the convent. For this, and her many accomplishments, she is now feted in perpetuity in art collections across the globe, as exemplified in a grand eighteenth-century portrait of her in Mexico’s National Museum of Viceroyalty, one emblazoned with a scroll citing her missionary work in New Mexico at age twenty-one.

[image: Image]

FIGURE 1. Map of Spain and Portugal. Map by author.

While many religious traditions describe the mystical phenomenon of bilocation, or appearing in two places at the same time, few have such elaborate documentation of the events. Fewer still provide a tangible human context for such unusual spiritual experiences. In María of Ágreda’s case, historical records abound because the Jumanos’ detailed testimony is recounted in seminal histories of the Southwest. Too, mission officials located and interviewed her in Spain, whereupon she shared with them her struggle to interpret the phenomenon.

Official reports, quoted by colonial historians through the centuries, cited the “blessed sister” as “handsome of face, very fair in color, with a slight rosy tinge and large black eyes,” whereas the twenty-nine-year-old nun described herself as “under the command of obedience” and “beside myself with anxiety” at the unwanted attention.1 Despite the sensationalism that resulted, in the interstices of a rigorous prayer schedule and her responsibilities as abbess, she embarked on the signature work of her life, an eight-volume series entitled Mystical City of God.

Rumors of the work-in-progress spread through the monks who copied and therefore read early versions in preparation for scrutiny by ecclesiastical censors. Soon María of Ágreda surged in popular esteem as a saintly woman sought out by commoners and nobility alike. She earned the attention and respect of her peers as well as that of then ruler of Spain, King Felipe IV, so much so that he sought her out on his way to battle at the Spanish frontier.

His treasury was depleted, the king told the mystic. The country was at war with France. The nation’s human resources had been siphoned off in the colonization of the New World. The Spanish fleet of ships perilously sailed through hostile seas off the coast of Africa, trying to return to Spain with precious cargoes of silver to replenish his coffers.2

Before long, King Felipe IV of Spain considered María of Ágreda both his spiritual and political adviser, documented in six hundred confidential letters during their twenty-two-year-long correspondence. The cloistered abbess advised him in detail on his prayer life and on matters of governance. Many times her advice reflected the simple common sense offered from one friend to another. Other times, she dove straight to the spiritual heart of her mystical life: “Dilate all your heart and soul to receive divine love,” she frequently exhorted him over the years in various iterations of the central theme of her life.3

When Felipe IV struggled with the decadence and ineffectiveness of his court officials, and the manipulations of his prime minister, María of Ágreda advised him in detail on how to sort out the chaff, while at the same time applying principles of fairness. And she didn’t take just the easy assignments.

Like many advisers to those in high positions, María of Ágreda dreaded the consequences of advising the king about his love life. Yet she courageously set aside her fear and told him to be faithful in marriage despite the common knowledge of his frequent infidelities. When she couldn’t appeal to him spiritually, she switched to pragmatism. He would increase his chances of having an heir, she wrote to him curtly, if he was faithful to his wife.4

In seventeenth-century Spain, this self-educated cloistered mystic— a Catholic nun likely of Jewish descent—faced challenges most people never have to worry about: the Spanish Inquisition, the demands of advising a beleaguered king, and the laborious task of writing and rewriting her books by hand. She also manifested unusual spiritual gifts that baffle the understanding of many.

Accounts of her early life quote witnesses who said they saw her levitate, like Saint Teresa of Avila, while in prayerful ecstasy.5 Community members testified that she saw into their hearts and futures, and cured their illnesses. They also described the fervent missionary zeal she had harbored since girlhood, although she never physically left Ágreda.6 As a result of this unfulfilled desire, her spirit seemed to her to reach out beyond the confines of her body, while she was reported by others as being seen in two places at once—like Saint Padre Pio, who also “bilocated.”7

When castigated by superiors for what they considered her showy ecstasies, she clung to her passionate spirituality and relentlessly applied her intellect to understand the nature of her ecstatic visions. “A spiritualized condition can conquer the resistance of gravity . . . and penetrate matter,” she wrote in later life, describing Mary’s mystical gifts and no doubt thinking of her own experience of being in another country across the sea.8 She also described in detail the Jumano Native Americans of Texas and New Mexico, including the weather and landmarks of their territory, their customs and lifestyle, and the Franciscan missionaries who worked among them. Thus, an unusual American legacy spread, as the story of the Lady in Blue was recorded in many historical treatises on both sides of the ocean.

At the same time, these phenomena ignited the suspicion of the Spanish Inquisition, which posited demonic possession as their cause and secretly surveilled her activities for years. When María of Ágreda was mistakenly implicated in a plot against the king, the Inquisition made a surprise appearance in Ágreda and interrogated her for eleven grueling days, under threat of excommunication. She was ultimately exonerated of any wrongdoing, heresy, or demonic possession, although sensationalism proved a periodic millstone throughout her life.

Over the years, María of Ágreda wrote fourteen books, the most prominent of which is Mystical City of God, a biography of Mary, mother of Jesus. In it, she threads references from the Bible’s canonical Gospels, as well as insights from classical Christian and Jewish narratives and apocryphal texts about Mary that were popular at the time.

Mystical City of God also engages its readers in rich accounts of María of Ágreda’s own visions—deemed by the Catholic Church as inspiring private revelations that are not required matters of faith—and her mystical immersion in the world of the spirit and deep prayer. In her writing, she shares many enlightening passages on the nature of her visions and supernatural phenomena. Miraculously, the book survived the decades-long scrutiny of the Spanish Inquisition and inexplicable orders to burn it. Through this printing, it has appeared in hundreds of editions and dozens of languages worldwide.

While María of Ágreda’s legacy has yet to equal that of her countrywoman, Teresa of Avila, many modern-day Spaniards have come to value her contributions more in recent years.

In 1995 Spain’s Radio Televisión Española (RTVE) named María of Ágreda as one of the nine most influential women in Spanish history. In 2002 twelve thousand people flocked to Ágreda to view the glass-encased crypt housing her incorrupt body, in honor of the four hundredth anniversary of her birth. The following year, US film director Mel Gibson read Mystical City of God, among other works, in advance of making his 2004 blockbuster film, The Passion of the Christ.9

In 2006 María of Ágreda was included in Grolier Scholastic’s new biography series on one thousand influential Hispanic Americans past and present, alongside political activist Cesar Chavez and father of California missions Junípero Serra. Scholarly treatises continue to emerge in the twenty-first century, exploring the nature of her life and its place in history. The iconography on her alone comprises hundreds of images exhibited worldwide—in oil paintings, woodcuts, engravings, statuary, and architectural insets.

In honor of the “heroic exercise of virtue” throughout her life, María of Ágreda was designated a “venerable” of the Catholic Church seven years after her death. Theologians in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries described Mystical City of God as unparalleled, guided by a supernatural hand, a work with “a knowledge of the most sublime truths [that] inflame the heart with divine love.”10 Yet beatification— the next step toward sainthood—has yet to become a reality for her, in part because a faulty translation of her book relegated it to the church’s dreaded Index of Forbidden Books. For centuries, it bounced on and off this blacklist, depending on each pope’s disposition and the skill of her backers. Mystified connoisseurs of her work labor to understand this seeming contradiction.

The “wow” factor alone is certainly reason enough to read the extraordinary story of María of Ágreda’s life. Yet if the reader considers her experiences to be out of reach, full of unattainable spiritual heights, it is a mistake. As in the lives of many great seers, writers, and statesmen, each pinnacle likely harbors its own precipice and nearby abyss. Indeed, because many of these achievers did not have mentors of greater wisdom or experience than they, often they endured many more cycles of trial and error than most people. That is one reason why they provide us with so many opportunities to learn from them.

Such is certainly the case with María of Ágreda. Despite her long, glittering résumé, she struggled throughout her life with anxiety, depression, and inertia. She fought her inner demons, failed sometimes, and picked herself up again, as we all can do.

Although María of Ágreda’s tradition was Catholic, and she lived in the paternalistic church-state of Inquisition-era Spain, her experience was universal. Many of her insights call to mind the timeless truths offered by highly evolved seers of many religious and wisdom traditions. Her portrayal of Mary as the Divine Mother evokes touching images of Mary as the spiritual mother of all of creation.11 Her description of Mary’s spiritual prowess, and of Mary’s invitation to María and all of humankind to follow in her footsteps, calls us to claim the birthright of our unlimited potential.

This is her journey.


PART ONE

A LITTLE GIRL WITH BIG EYES

1602


CHAPTER 2

“Suddenly my perception expanded”

AS A CHILD, MARÍA CORONEL AWOKE MANY MORNINGS before dawn to the sound of her father in prayer, dragging a one-hundred-pound cross along the floor. She saw her mother draped in a dark Franciscan robe, holding a human skull before her face, and heard Señora Coronel’s intoned contemplation of death and the everlasting life of the soul.1 With such a stark introduction to the life of the spirit, María Coronel nevertheless made her own way through the wondrous mystical realms about which she so prolifically wrote later in life.

At the time of her birth in Ágreda in 1602, the religious and historical landscapes of seventeenth-century Spain stood out like the peaks of the Pyrenees Mountains that both weld and divide the Iberian Peninsula and the European mainland. The paint had been dry for only sixty-one years on Michelangelo’s masterful depiction of the Last Judgment over the altar of the Sistine Chapel. Shakespeare (1564–1616) had just completed Hamlet and was about to embark upon All’s Well That Ends Well. Galileo (1564–1642) braved imminent arrest by the church for his revolutionary evidence on a sun-centered universe. And Martin Luther (1483–1546) had long since nailed his Protestant manifesto on the Wittenberg church door.

In Spain, Cervantes (1547–1616) had rocked the literary world with his groundbreaking novel Don Quixote de la Mancha. The Spanish Inquisition since 1480 had tenaciously excised convicted and suspected blasphemers and heretics. Christopher Columbus had journeyed to the New World four times at the royal mandate of Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabel. The Spanish Armada had suffered its ignominious defeat in the English Channel in 1588, ending Spanish naval supremacy and considerably raising the bar for colonization efforts in America.
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FIGURE 2. Ágreda, Spain, taken from Moncayo Mountain, overlooking Convent of the Conception (left), village (beyond the poplars), and surrounding foothills. Photo by author.

England had impressed its rule on the east coast of the New World, France in the Great Lakes and northeast regions, and Spain in Mexico, Florida, and the Southwest. Colonization efforts in America were replete with new hopes for religious freedom, new zeal for evangelical missions, and new balance sheets reflecting the riches of souls and goods in the vast unexplored land.

Meanwhile, Teresa of Avila (1515–82), just forty-five miles west of Madrid, had explored the realms of the spirit, levitated in ecstatic prayer,2 traveled the Spanish countryside founding convents, and written Interior Castle, a multilayered exploration of the interior spiritual landscape.

The printing press, invented by Gutenberg 152 years earlier than Sor María’s birth, afforded books to the masses, although romance adventure novels were more commonly available in Spain than Bibles in the vernacular. There, the Christian Bible initially became accessible in Latin to nuns and priests as excerpted by ecclesiastical scholars into liturgical prayer books called “breviaries,” such as the one in María of Ágreda’s possession.3 Authors such as she and Teresa of Avila still wrote with a feathered quill pen and relied on the kindness of monastic scribes for multiple copies of their work.

To the northeast of Avila, less than the distance east from Madrid to the Mediterranean Sea, lay the frontier village of Ágreda, nestled in the foothills of the Moncayo mountain range in the Soria region of northeastern Spain. There the noble Coronel and Arana families gravitated and invested their considerable talents. There, on the Road of the Knights, stood the Coronel ancestral home where María Coronel was born.

If the walls of the stately home on the Road of the Knights could speak, they would tell of the two Coronel brothers’ families residing there in 1602.4 The walls would tell how their very structure was rent in two by a mother’s dream, thirteen years later, forecasting the building’s transformation into a convent for all the women of the family and the simultaneous exodus of all the men to join monasteries. They would tell of a cross-barred window studded with spearheads, which had been cut into the wall between the second-story parlor and the adjacent sitting room, and how the cloistered women within spoke with visitors through this ominous grille.
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FIGURE 3. The Coronel ancestral home, first site of Ágreda’s Convent of the Conception, founded in 1618. Photo by author.

Most of all, the walls would tell the story of the early years of the building’s most extraordinary occupant, María Coronel—later known as Sor María de Jesús de Ágreda—mystic, author, adviser to the king.

Today the street has been renamed Augustine Road, and the site of María of Ágreda’s introduction into mysticism has been divided into two private residences, numbers 9 and 11, now nestled between other buildings built onto either side.5 Considered a mansion in seventeenth-century Spain, to modern eyes it looks like a sturdy three-story stone relic, in a village little changed by time. The grille that was installed by María of Ágreda’s mother, and which features two-inch spikes jutting from each intersection, was later moved in 1632 to the new convent facilities built on the edge of town near the convent of the Franciscan friars of Saint Julian.

Long before these events, however, a child was born.

Eleven babies would earn Catalina Coronel the right to speak with authority about the birthing process. According to her, María’s birth was trouble-free, a new experience for the seasoned matron. But that was not all that was unusual about her first surviving daughter. As recounted by Bishop José Ximénez Samaniego, María’s first biographer, Señora Coronel described the moment when she brought her baby daughter to church to offer her to God.

“It was a joy and consolation so extraordinary,” Samaniego wrote, quoting Catalina, “that never before or after had she experienced a similar feeling.”6

The wide-eyed source of this joy—María Coronel y Arana—was born on April 2, 1602, the third child and first surviving daughter of Francisco Coronel and Catalina Arana, in the frontier village of Ágreda in northeast Spain. Her mother Catalina, described by many as vibrant and magnanimous, was thirty-nine years old. Her father Francisco, approaching thirty-eight, was described as passionate and impulsive, although steadied by virtue.7 Each wore the mantle of pious nobility of meager means, a canopy sheltering both sides of little María’s ancestral family tree.
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FIGURE 4. Side entrance to Coronel home on Augustine Road (formerly Road of the Knights). Photo by author.

“My parents brought me up carefully,” she wrote, “in a loving environment that nurtured my spiritual life.”8

The child’s maternal grandfather, Don Francisco de Arana, was a native of Ágreda. His ancient ancestors hailed from Basque country, not too far from the Bay of Biscay, near present-day Bilbao in northernmost Spain. María’s maternal grandmother, María of Orobio, descended from a long line of Ágredan gentility, one of whom attained the title of Marqués de Paredes later in the seventeenth century.9

On her father’s side, the Coronels enjoyed an equally noble lineage. “Divine providence favored my father with noble, gentlemanly and rich parents,” María wrote of her paternal grandparents, Medel Coronel and María la Mura, “although his parents died at an early age, leaving him and his [younger] brother in shock at the catastrophe, to manage the estate as best they could.”10

Several generations of her father Francisco Coronel’s heritage are heralded in a handsomely decorated certificate of hidalguía, or “nobility,” executed in 1532 by María’s great-grandfather of the same name, Francisco Coronel of Añavieja, about six kilometers from Ágreda. The certificate lists her great, great–paternal grandfather, Diego Coronel (married to María Ruiz de Pulgares), and Diego’s father, Rodrigo Coronel (married to María López).11

A witness to the certificate of nobility told how Diego Coronel’s fingers had been severed during his wartime service in 1476, the stumps providing a lifelong reminder of his loyalty to the Crown.12 “Diego Coronel served on horseback with weapons at Toro,” seventy-three-year-old Juan Pérez testified, “when our Catholic rulers were at war with the king of Portugal.” “After the battle,” Pérez said, “he returned without his horse. What’s more, in the fight he had lost four fingers on one hand.”13

While there is no further mention of more ancient Coronel forebears in María of Ágreda’s autobiographical material or in her convent’s archives, a great deal of information has come to light in more recent years, to supplement the Coronel family background.

New research surfacing in the twentieth century links the Coronel family to a Jewish financier, Abraham Senior, who supported Christopher Columbus’s initial voyage to America and served as Isabel and Ferdinand’s chief tax collector. Soon, however, Inquisitor General Torquemada’s Edict of Expulsion mandated the eviction of Jews from Spain. In lieu of leaving his homeland, Abraham Senior followed an accepted venue for Jews who wished to remain in Spain and adopted the all-but-extinct noble Coronel surname. Later in 1492, he was baptized as Fernandez Pérez Coronel, and many in his extended family followed suit.14 As such, they joined the ranks of conversos, a term describing Jewish people who converted to Christianity.

Whether María of Ágreda’s ancestor Rodrigo Coronel is Abraham Senior’s son, or relative, is unknown. Convent historians indicate that María of Ágreda’s paternal family is from another branch of Coronels, while contemporary scholars assert that they are virtually certain that every Coronel dates back to Abraham Senior because the name that he assumed with royal approbation had been recorded as extinct dating back to 1353 .15

Understandably, many conversos publicly adopted Christianity as a survival mechanism, while maintaining Judaic practices in secrecy. Hence early conversos were under a great deal of surveillance and often lived in fear of reprisal through the Inquisition. Over the generations, however, many converso families adopted Christianity as their own, practicing it devoutly. And, much as the status of converso often provoked prejudice, comfort was found in the fact that even the sainted Teresa of Avila’s ancestors numbered among them.16

Even beyond specific genealogies, however, Spain itself had long been steeped in the rich influence of its Jewish mystics. As the Kabbalah traversed over the Pyrenees from Provence to Spain, the intellectual commerce between Christians and Jews in Spain was widespread from the thirteenth through the sixteenth centuries. The author of the Zohar resided in Avila as he penned the Kabbalah’s Book of Radiance.17 The collections in Teresa of Avila’s and María of Ágreda’s libraries included many works by sixteenth-century Dominican theologian, the Venerable Luis of Granada, whose writings were likely influenced by the Christian Kabbalah.18 Among the country’s intellectuals, and within their folk traditions, Jewish and Christian thinkers often cross-fertilized each other, sometimes in formal treatises and more often in pervasive folk wisdom that is difficult to trace.19

Whatever the Ágreda Coronels’ origin, María Coronel’s immediate family certainly heartily embraced Christianity in the charitable atmosphere of Ágreda, a village long known for its equitable approach to diversity. Described as the “Village of the Three Cultures,” signs leading into the village today proudly display the half moon of the Islamic Moors, the Christian cross, and the Jewish Star of David.

There, María’s parents resolutely undertook their Christian responsibilities to raise their children and partake of community life. Her father was no doubt influenced by his own parents who had enrolled themselves and all six of their children as lay members of the Third Order of Saint Francis,20 a noted catalyst among Franciscan mystics and ascetics. Many of María’s early memories of her parents reflect the rigorous devotional practices of this order.

“My father rose at three in the morning,” María recounted fondly in her autobiography. “While the rest of the family slept, he practiced the Exercise of the Cross, carrying a large cross on his back and praying with great fervor and tender sighs.”21 This same iron cross is on display in the convent museum today and weighs over one hundred pounds.

Her mother, whom she described as having a “grand and constant spirit,” practiced her own spiritual exercises in the evening, after the day’s work was done.22 “She exemplified Mary’s meditative prayer and often spent three or four hours at a time in the evening practicing various spiritual devotions,” María wrote. In one such devotion, Catalina stretched out in bed with a Franciscan habit as a shroud and a skull over her face, in contemplation of the body’s death and the everlasting life of the soul.23

Her parents’ stark devotional practices made a lasting impression on María, no doubt influencing her own self-imposed austerities in later years. In this rarefied environment, the dark-haired, quick-witted child was perpetually curious and had been encouraged to be so. “Since my mother held me in her arms,” she wrote, “she taught me to observe everything.”24 That María opened her wide brown eyes to the intensity of her parents’ spiritual exercises, as well as the world around her, determined to understand them, was only natural. One day, her nonstop curiosity was rewarded with an enlightening surprise.

“My watchfulness grew into understanding,” she wrote, recalling four intense insights that she described in terms of light. “This light filled me with the knowledge that God was the creator of the universe, and the cause of all effects.” In the second and third insights, she reported understanding how “divine potency” imprints the human heart, then saw the three persons within one God, and their unity of essence. In the fourth, she saw the havoc that sin wreaks on human nature.25

“Suddenly my perception expanded,” she wrote in adult words of her childhood experience, “even as I saw myself as nothing, the least of his creatures.” “I saw the extremes of good and evil, of light and darkness, of grace and sin,” she reported. “God etched this awareness into my heart with a divine force,” she wrote. “His light enthralled me,” she wrote, “and sweetly imprisoned me in holy love.”26

According to “witnesses worthy of belief” whom Bishop Samaniego interviewed during María’s lifetime, these occurrences did indeed happen. He considered María’s initial experience as a “supernatural vision,” after which she reasoned her way to the essence of Christian salvation.27 While of course the child’s upbringing—and the dramatic devotions of her parents—would have influenced her experience, she nevertheless demonstrated a rare depth of understanding for such a small child.

The senior Coronels were amazed at their pretty little daughter. As parents, they had labored to give her a spiritual foundation and vocabulary, and they proudly laid claim to their child prodigy. María, wrapped in the wonder of God’s love, hardly noticed.

Yet her joy was bittersweet. For at the same time that María experienced God’s love, she was anxious and worried that she might offend Him. If she lost Him, she knew that she herself would be lost, and she saw through to “the very center of her nothingness.”28 Despite this heartrending insight, she reports herself as a happy and precocious child who for several years was “sweetly chained to [God’s] holy love.”29

As María grew, more people began to notice her. When she was just four years old, she drew the attention of Bishop Don Diego de Yepes of Tarazona. For a time, Yepes had served as King Felipe II’s confessor. He was also a relative of Saint John of the Cross. His reputation was further enhanced by the fact that in 1606 he had just completed the biography of Teresa of Avila,30 having served as Teresa’s confessor for the last year of her life.

Yepes was so impressed with María’s spiritual understanding at age four that he confirmed her, a sacrament usually reserved for children aged seven or older—when they reached the age of reason. He advised María’s proud parents to take particular care with her education, encouraging them to set aside a special area in their home for her to pray and study by herself. Soon Catalina Coronel allocated space in their already crowded home, to establish a private oratory for little María.31 There she tutored her in matters of religion and encouraged her daughter’s inner sight.
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FIGURE 5. Sor María’s oratory window on third floor of her family home. Photo by author.

While other children were playing matador or skip-rope,32 María gravitated to her oratory, furnished by her mother with inspiring statues such as the Virgin of the Choir, the scourged Christ, Saint Michael the Archangel, and Saint Francis. A priest from the nearby Convent of the Friars of Saint Julian, Padre Juan de Torrecilla, was a frequent visitor. As Catalina’s confessor, and subsequently María’s, he not only held their trust, but also shared his considerable stores of knowledge with the inquisitive child.

Before too long, however, this idyllic phase ended. For many mystics who tasted the ecstasy of God’s loving presence, often the utter desolation of his absence was not far behind.

Inexplicably, María’s worst fear came to pass. She found herself alone. Despite her best efforts, as she reported about this period later in life, “her heavenly Spouse concealed himself and deprived her of the consolation of his assistance.”33 Over the years she grew more adept at describing her sense of the presence of God and the “interior knowing” that accompanied most of her visions, as well as the process through which she gained the inner spiritual light and quiet so integral to her equanimity.34 At this time, however, she was barely six years old, and severely depressed.

María blamed herself, as is common with many children, in the face of incomprehensible adversity. The antics of her four-year-old sister, Jeronima, failed to amuse her. The friendship of her cousins failed to console her. Catalina’s insistence on her return to normalcy failed to affect her. She cried frequently and kept to herself, praying for forgiveness and begging for the return of the deepest happiness she had ever known—the smile of God in her soul.

The mother who had previously hung on her every word now—out of sheer frustration—scolded and punished her for her obstinacy. The father who had cherished her sweet nature now disciplined her severely, in the hopes of reversing what he interpreted as laziness. Her parents were cold toward her, and their rapidly decreasing opinion of her added to her own of herself, only making things worse.

“I felt abandoned by my father and mother,” she later told Ximénez Samaniego, even while praising her parents’ virtues.35

She tried harder to please the senior Coronels, but she did so out of such misery that they were even more repelled. At age six, she received her First Communion, and for a brief time that year, she attended the only school for girls in Ágreda. Soon, however, she developed a frail constitution and frequently became ill, an affliction that she interpreted as righteous punishment for her sins. Her parents withdrew her from the school, and she received no other formal education in her lifetime.

On a pivotal outing when she was seven years old, María saw a religious play following the procession of Corpus Christi in Ágreda, an event that her father had helped to organize. The New World as Discovered by Christopher Columbus, by the playwright Lope de Vega, portrayed the saga of Columbus’s travels and those he encountered upon arrival in the New World.36 This depiction of faraway natives who did not know her Lord had a profound influence on the little girl. Although she was still infirm, the imagery caught fire in her lively imagination and deeply influenced her spiritual aspirations. María longed to be a missionary. 37

The seven-year-old’s yearning to travel abroad seemed ludicrous to parents barely coping with her ill health and disposition at home, not to mention the rarity of such travel for women. But they were receptive to her growing desire to become a nun, after hearing her declare at age eight her intention of lifelong chastity and at twelve her inclination to the religious life, no doubt greatly inspired by Pope Paul V’s beatification that year of Teresa of Avila.38

María’s malaise, however, endured for several years. Her parents, though compassionate and solicitous, considered her a burden. Catalina continued to tutor her daughter in matters of religion, but except for those few hours each week, María kept to herself, added penances to her solitary prayers, and meditated on what she felt she knew best— suffering. Later in life, she credited this period with the emergence of her “interior reflection.”

“From the age of nine or ten,” she wrote in 1650, “[my parents had] their children pray in constant devotions and had us engage in mental prayer, for which they withdrew into their bedrooms and indicated another [my oratory] for me to do the same. Ever since [then] . . . it seems the Lord filled my inner life with light.”39

At age thirteen, María’s already fragile health took a drastic turn for the worse, and she fell gravely ill. The previous year the Coronels had reserved a place for her at the nearby Convent of Saint Ann in Tarazona, in anticipation of helping her to fulfill her ardent desire to become a nun. At this time, however, they gave up hope—not only for her life as a nun, but for her life at all.

After six months with no sign of recovery, María received Extreme Unction, the sacrament reserved at the time for individuals on the verge of death. Then her grieving parents arranged for her burial and awaited the inevitable.40

During her illness, María contemplated images of the passion of Christ. She thought about why he suffered. She remembered that she had been taught that he died for her redemption, and that of all humanity. Then she identified with his suffering because of her own.41

“This lesson . . . eroded the hardness of my heart,” she wrote. “I became happy with my pain. . . . The doctors were amazed.”42

As María embraced her pain, she recovered and found a captivating radiance in its place. “The Lord filled my inner life with light,” she wrote, “and it was like placing a little girl at the start of an exceedingly straight road and path and saying to me, ‘Here you are to walk without deviating or turning aside.’ . . . Ever since, I found that when I focused my attention within, I would enter a state of exceedingly quiet prayer.”43

María’s mystical life had begun. With it, her strength and optimism returned. After her recovery, the inner light gradually found its way into her outer life. And while she was no longer the exuberant child she had once been, she rebounded back to health as a vital adolescent.

In contrast to her former solitude, María now befriended many girls in the village. She met them frequently at local festivals, and tried, although apparently ineptly, to engage in a social life.44 Although she was certainly an attractive girl, no one had difficulty noticing the differences between her and the other teens of Ágreda. Too, the contrasts between her awkward attempts to socialize and the growing peace she experienced in prayer all contributed to her renewed withdrawal to her oratory, as she continued to explore the realm of the spirit.45

On the heels of María’s recovery, her mother had an experience of such impact that it was to change María’s life, and the life of the entire family, forever.


CHAPTER 3

“Everyone spilled copious tears”

THOUGH NOT ACCELERATED BY TODAY’S ROUND-THE-CLOCK techno-frenzy and demands, life in the seventeenth century was—in its own way—every bit as busy then as it is now. Without any of today’s modern conveniences, Catalina Coronel had managed the smooth running of the household, the care and education of the children, and attended church daily. Francisco had managed the family’s finances and the upkeep of their home.

The family’s wealth, however, was mainly depleted by the late sixteenth century. To minimize expenses, Francisco Coronel and his family lived in the ancestral home, together with his brother Medel, and Medel’s wife María, who was also Catalina Coronel’s sister. Catalina bore eleven children, only four of whom lived. Her sister María bore seven surviving children, and by the time María of Ágreda was a little girl, her aunt and uncle had to move out because the house was overflowing with family members and domestics.

As a nobleman, albeit of modest means, Francisco Coronel had given generously of his time and expertise in support of civic affairs. He often spent his days out and about, helping to run the community. Over the years, he held many municipal titles and appointments. He managed the small village’s funds and supervised many of its religious festivals held throughout the year. He also served as attorney for two companies of foot soldiers and assisted the state attorney on occasion. And he served on the city council as one of two church representatives from Our Lady of Magaña.1

In 1615 Catalina and Francisco were each in their early fifties.2 Based on life expectancies then, they did not expect to live much more than another ten to fifteen years. It was time, they thought, to slow down and enjoy the fruits of their labors.3 They had cared well for their family and home, managed their dwindling monetary resources with diligence, and been active members of the community.

At this pivotal juncture, Catalina had a vision that would forever change all of their lives. María remembered the day well.

“My mother had been praying,” she wrote, although later sources characterized Catalina’s experience as a dream. “She heard the voice of the Almighty, and he told her to give up her husband, her children and her property, and to convert our home into a convent. He told her to enter the convent herself, and to take her two daughters with her, and that her husband should join the Order of St. Francis with their two sons.”4

Catalina knew immediately that her husband would not take to the idea.

Although a religious man, Francisco Coronel enjoyed married life. After all, he had prayed in 1585 before Ágreda’s flamed statue of Our Lady of Miracles for a virtuous spouse of good blood.5 His brother Medel had stood beside him, similarly praying. Their impassioned pleas mirrored the partiality of the times for nobility, and possibly a pervasive anti-Semitic conditioning against marrying a Jew or converso, even among conversos themselves.

“God answered immediately,” María wrote, “because my mother was drawn to the same statue, to make her own request for a Christian husband of laudable demeanor and good family.” Her mother’s sister was with her, María added, praying for the same thing. Soon, two sisters married two brothers, in what the Coronel family joyfully considered its own miracle.6

There is little wonder that Catalina fretted about her experience in 1615. She worried that although her family strove to follow God’s will, they wouldn’t be able to grasp her vision of it. She feared that she wouldn’t be believed and that no one else would apply for admittance to the new convent. She included all these worries in her prayers.

“Nothing will be wanting,” the Lord replied in her heart. “Obey.”7

In her worry, the frantic woman ran out of the house to find her confessor, Padre Juan de Torrecilla. As she raced to Saint Julian’s, she almost bumped into Torrecilla. Before she could tell him what had happened, he amazed her with his words.

“I have seen what you saw,” he told her. “The same revelation has come to me. . . . You must sacrifice all of your family to the Eternal Father.” Today, a crucifix on the roof tiles of an outbuilding of the present-day convent marks the place of their meeting, as Catalina rushed along the lane to see her confessor. Her destination—the Convent of the Friars of Saint Julian—just yards away, is now a cemetery.

“My mother and he debated about how to reconcile the will of the Lord with the will of her husband,” María wrote good-humoredly.8

Francisco Coronel fumed. He would not have it. He was fifty years old and afflicted with stomach troubles. Now he could not sleep night or day.9 He went to see his brother, Medel, of whom he was very fond. With great sadness, he shared with Medel the story of the vision and the divide it had caused in his household. Medel sided with his brother.

Catalina was disconsolate. She prayed for the Lord to placate and convince her husband, to no immediate avail. “Yet as with any perfect gift from the Father of light,” María wrote, “he extended his divine right hand to help us overcome these tremendous trials.” Help soon arrived, she added, in the person of Padre Pedro Otalora, a local Augustinian priest, who gave Catalina many helpful ideas about the practicalities of founding a convent.10

Catalina lobbied all who would listen, starting with her two daughters—María, aged thirteen, and Jeronima, who was not yet ten years old. Despite Catalina’s pressure, the immediate and extended family thought the concept outlandish and fought over it for two years. Neighbors heard many of their boisterous arguments and took sides themselves. The entire community weighed in, with verdicts ranging from insane to inspired.11

In the end, Catalina’s desire to found a convent, supported by her daughters and the pragmatic ideas of Padre Otalora, won the day. As a result, María’s geographic expectations shrank even further. Saint Ann’s Convent in Tarazona, while not the New World, was at least sixteen kilometers from Ágreda. Now—it seemed—she would not even get past her own front door.
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FIGURE 6. Commemorative cross, marking location in 1615 where Catalina Coronel discussed with Padre Torrecilla the prospect of converting her home into a convent. Erected in 1632, during new facility’s construction. Photo by author.

While Catalina and the reluctant Francisco busied themselves with the considerable logistics of founding a convent in their home, María continued to follow her interior path. She read voraciously, in her mother’s breviary, and in any of her father’s and Padre Torrecilla’s books they would loan to her.

Spanish scholars today cite many cosmographies available in María’s time. Among them are Isidoro de Sevilla’s Etymologies and On the Nature of Things; Peter (Apianus) Bienewitz’s The Book of Cosmography, A Description of the World and All of Its Parts, Illustrated with Clear and Attractive Art Work; Pedro de Medina’s Cosmographical Summa; and others.12

María’s retentive appetite for knowledge, coupled with her awe of creation and her fervent spiritual devotion, finally combusted with her impossible dream to journey to America as a missionary. At age fifteen, she couldn’t hold it in any longer, and out it poured, in writing of her own. She called it “Face of the Earth and Map of the Spheres,” part of a larger manuscript attributed to her by most recognized scholars of Spanish literature, but not officially recognized by Rome.13 Much of it was summarized or quoted from her reading and augmented with her own rhapsodic insights.

“One cannot comprehend or grasp this wonder,” María penned at her astonishment at the sheer size of the earth in the staunch presence of Moncayo Mountain. “[Yet] it does me good . . . to share what I have learned and experienced [with] my brothers.”14

She may have heard the trill of birdsong on the balcony and looked up to see the blue Castilian sky welcome a winged flight to the foothills. Certainly, however, her heart flamed at the thought of the Creator of such wonders. “Oh deepest wisdom and divine painter! Who is not amazed and inspired to see the variety of creatures You created.”15

In many of these places, María wrote to her brothers, Francisco and José, she saw people of an entirely different geographic orientation, whose feet, she wrote with incredulity, “are directly opposite to ours. Our nadir is their zenith, and our zenith is their nadir.”16 But she thought it important to caution her brothers, each two years into their Franciscan novitiates in Burgos.17 “We should not judge on the basis of our own situation who is right side up. The truth . . . is that we are all right side up. There is a great diversity in human appearance and a variety of social customs,” she wrote, citing examples of different people, ranging from the provinces of Asia to the colonies of New Spain.18

Yet whatever the variances among people around the world, María concluded and then penned for her brothers, “By the diversity of their outer appearance one cannot know their inner qualities.”19 “Oh, immortal and immense God,” she wrote, filled with awe at the underlying unity throughout all of creation, “in your image and likeness You created them, my King, as You did the other creatures. They have souls like mine and five senses. The infinite price in your most holy blood that I cost, they cost, too, and are worth the same.”20

“How I wish I could, even at the cost of my lifeblood,” she agonized over her thwarted desires to go to the New World, “spread the holy gospel . . . from west to east and from north to south! Oh! How I wish I could . . . show the light to everyone who is without it so they might know the Father of all light, and so, too, that those who already have it might appreciate their good fortune and realize that by so doing they walk in light and not in darkness.”21

“But,” María wrote, perhaps silently bemoaning her station as a girl, “even if it should be too insignificant to be of any benefit to the travelers here below in their exile, still it would calm my burning desire, for like a
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