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Figures

	2.1The Dominican missionary Las Casas, in books such as Brief Relation of the Destruction of the Indies, championed the rights of indigenous people.

	2.2Twelve Franciscans arrived in Mexico in 1524 to carry out the Great Commission.

	2.3After appearing to Juan Diego, and commanding Juan to take his tilma to Bishop Zumárraga, the Virgin caused this image of Herself to be miraculously imprinted on the tilma.

	3.1Named for the Immaculate Conception, this mission was originally founded in East Texas, later moved to San Antonio in 1731.

	3.2Mission San Francisco de la Espada, founded by Father Pedro Muñoz from the College of Santa Cruz de Querétaro in 1720, was relocated to San Antonio, and still holds masses.

	4.1Father Junipero Serra, a Franciscan, was the great apostle to the California Indians.

	5.1The bells of Mission San Juan Capistrano, initially built in 1776 under the supervision of Father Fermin Francisco de Lasuén.

	5.2Mission San Rafael Arcángel was the final mission founded in Alta California in the Spanish period, in 1817.

	6.1Champlain’s Map of New France was published in his final book, Les Voyages de la Nouvelle France occidentale, dicte Canada, 1632.

	9.1In the 1600s, Jacques Marquette explored the Mississippi River, meeting with and converting numerous indigenous people to Roman Catholicism.

	10.1St. Kateri Tekakwitha, canonized by Pope Benedict XVI, was a seventeenth-century Mohawk/Algonquian woman who converted to Catholicism.

	11.1Franciscan Father Louis Hennepin, captured by the Sioux Indians, was taken up the Mississippi River to present-day Minnesota, where he saw the Falls of St. Anthony.

	15.1John Carroll of Maryland, initially the Superior of the Missions of the Thirteen United States, became the first Roman Catholic Bishop in the United States in 1789.

	17.1Canonized by Pope Paul VI, Elizabeth Ann Seton was a wife, mother, founder of the Sisters of Charity, and educator.

	17.2The Ursuline Convent in Charlestown was burned down by an angry mob in 1834, revealing the tremendous rift between Protestants and Catholics in Antebellum America.

	22.1The miraculous staircase in the Loretto Chapel, Santa Fe, New Mexico.

	22.2The father of Taos pastor Father Martinez lived in this “great house” in Taos, New Mexico. Currently a museum, the house has a plethora of religious memorabilia of the nineteenth century.

	25.1Pope Francis made an apostolic journey to Canada in 2022, where he issued an apology to the First Nations for Catholic private school abuses.

	26.1Archbishop John Hughes, an Irish Catholic, fought against the ignorance of the Know-Nothing Party as well as represented the United States in France during the Civil War

	28.1Declared Venerable by Pope Francis in 2019, Father Tolton was the first Black Roman Catholic priest in America.




Preface

The fascinating history of Catholics in America follows the consequences of three imperialist powers that brought society and culture to the indigenous peoples of North America. Catholicism dominated New Spain and New France but was more peripheral in the English colonies, which were influenced more by Protestantism. Nevertheless, there were many Catholic immigrants to the English colonies over the years, and the United States eventually took control of places once controlled by Spain and France. Hence, Catholicism has been part of the basic religious and cultural fiber of North America since the sixteenth century, marking over five hundred years of continual Catholic cultural expression in North America. This book, therefore, is a narrative account that tells the story of North American history post European contact. North America for the purposes of this book is in general that part of America that was historically New Spain, New France, and the British Colonies. The book covers the period after contact by Christopher Columbus through the centuries of missionaries engaging the Great Commission throughout North America up to, in general, the end of the frontier in America. By this time, about 1900, Catholicism had grown from a dominant religion in some parts of North America controlled by the French and Spanish to a growing religion fully established in competition with the more dominant expressions of Protestant Christianity in the United States.

The book follows a narrative chronological and thematic format focusing on people, events, practices, social and cultural phenomena, and institutions. People make history. People form institutions, ideas, social patterns, and cultural expressions. Christianity, in this case Catholicism, is an individual belief system. Individual people come to embrace the belief and act on it; the Catholic experience is a community experience. This book focuses more on people—individual Roman Catholics and their communities—than institutions and social and cultural patterns, though the expression of collective, institutional, social, and cultural phenomena are not neglected. The people in this book include the well-known, such as Christopher Columbus and Junipero Serra, and the not-so-well-known, such as Juniper Berthiaume and Jean Louis Berlandier. The narrative focuses on facts and information and on stories as well. The first historian of English North America, the explorer and colonist Captain John Smith (1580–1631), wrote in one of his final books, Advertisements for the Unexperienced Planters of New England, that “history is the memory of time” and “the life of the dead” (Lawson 2015, 181). History has been kind to Smith, because he is well remembered, even four hundred years after the founding of Jamestown. But to most of the dead, history is not kind, particularly to the millions upon millions of anonymous, illiterate, everyday common men and women of the past. American Catholics is especially concerned with, where possible, telling the stories of those Catholics who are not well remembered or with the missionaries that brought Christianity to the vast majority of anonymous humans from 1492 to about 1900.

Roman Catholicism, through the process of colonialism, brought about many painful experiences and ongoing controversies. The argument of this book, however, is that the overall benefits and advantages of Roman Catholicism to the American experience outweigh the negatives. That being said, the negatives will be dealt with in this story with objective, open eyes; likewise the benefits of Catholicism will be discussed in detail from an objective perspective. But history is an art rather than an objective science; hence history is necessarily a subjective portrait. This subjective portrait of Catholics in North America is founded on primary source documents for the most part, put through the interpretive lens of one author.

Roman Catholicism is a pawn in the culture wars that have occurred in North America and Europe since the 1960s, which continue today, and will clearly divide people into the foreseeable future. The Liberal Left has since the Second World War fallen away from Christianity in general and Roman Catholicism in particular and often interprets Roman Catholicism in North America during the past five hundred years from a critical, negative perspective. Some members of the Left see Catholicism as “Medieval,” “Inquisitorial,” reactionary, misogynist, white-oriented, and critical of current Leftist trends toward respecting the rights of gender choice, sexual orientation, and abortion. The Conservative Right has since the Second World War continued in support of Christianity, though particularly Protestantism rather than Roman Catholicism; in morality, however, many conservative Christians agree in large part with Roman Catholic views toward gender, sexuality, and the right to life. The Left has over the past sixty years been extremely critical of Roman Catholicism in North America, identifying it as a colonial, repressive, unforgivable historical event that denied human rights—life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—for questionable superstitious objectives that were little more than the brutal pursuit of power. The Christian Right on the other hand sees the process of the missionary work of Christians, including Catholics, as consistent with the overall will of God in converting to Christianity and saving the souls of millions of the born-again.

Roman Catholics have had a unique experience in the United States of North America. Throughout the colonial period in the thirteen British-American colonies, Protestants considered Catholics as agents of Antichrist; hence they were severely persecuted. After the United States gained independence, Roman Catholics continued to experience bigotry from the Protestant majority. This curtailment of civil rights and bigotry exercised toward Roman Catholics continued throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries and still continues today into the twenty-first century. The historical bias of Americans toward Roman Catholics exacerbates the virulence of the Left toward Roman Catholics in the United States.

And yet, Roman Catholicism remains a powerful cultural and religious force in America. The largest single denomination of Christians in America is Roman Catholicism, largely because of the splintering effect on Protestantism, which led to dozens of individual denominations. Protestants outnumber Catholics in the United States by almost three to one. Protestantism as well as Catholicism has undergone a precipitous decline in Europe since the Second World War. Likewise secular political forces have led to a decline in Catholicism in Mexico and throughout Latin America.

Church historian Walter Brandmüller, in Light and Shadow: Church History Between Faith, Facts and Legend, writes that the crimes perpetrated by the Church in Europe and America cannot be ignored or forgotten, though it is important not to judge the past by the standards of today. The approach in this book, American Catholics, is to understand the past on its own terms, the people of the past according to their beliefs at that time. A historian should not act as judge and jury, rather evoke the past accurately and let the reader decide.

Catholicism came to America beginning in 1492 by means of messengers bringing the good news of Jesus Christ. The messengers were individuals who sacrificed much in terms of livelihood, happiness, wealth, and peace of mind to fulfill the Great Commission, Jesus’s command to His disciples to bring the Gospel to the whole creation. Individual Roman Catholics participated in great historical movements and changes throughout North America over the course of five centuries. Often, the movements and changes in American history brought about many negative experiences. Acknowledging the pains and negative consequences of the religion’s history, this book still argues that the activities of the messengers in bringing to America the Good News of the Roman Catholic church changed the course of American history—for the better.

The Spanish conquerors who came to South, Central, and North America beginning with Columbus in 1492 practiced overwhelming violence upon the indigenous inhabitants of America. During the period of Spanish imperialism in America from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries, the numbers of indigenous killed, raped, mutilated, enslaved, and deprived of economic opportunity and basic equal rights numbered into the millions. Historians often speak of genocide in regard to the Spanish treatment of indigenous Americans. Likewise, the French and English overwhelmed and abused the indigenous peoples with whom they came into contact. Independent countries breaking from imperialism, such as the United States and Mexico, similarly had episodes from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries in which indigenous people were abused and their rights curtailed. Many of the perpetrators of the horrible deeds committed against the indigenous were professed or practicing Roman Catholics.

Evil is present throughout time and existence. Catholics believe that the counter to evil is the love of God and the message of Christianity, which Catholic messengers preached, even among much evil. The Church teaches love, kindness, and other moral guidelines that have significantly shaped the lives, beliefs, and cultures that it has touched. Without the preaching of the message via the structure of the Church, evil would have still existed and could arguably have been even more dominant and widespread. The Church aims to mitigate the effects of evil in life. Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, in his encyclical Deus Caritas Est, made this point about the ultimate goal of Catholic missionaries:


The Spirit is also the energy which transforms the heart of the ecclesial community, so that it becomes a witness before the world to the love of the Father, who wishes to make humanity a single family in his Son. The entire activity of the Church is an expression of a love that seeks the integral good of man: it seeks his evangelization through Word and Sacrament, an undertaking that is often heroic in the way it is acted out in history; and it seeks to promote man in the various arenas of life and human activity. Love is therefore the service that the Church carries out in order to attend constantly to man’s sufferings and his needs, including material needs. (Deus Caritas Est 2005, 19)


Pope Francis expressed the theme of this book more succinctly: “True history is not made by the powerful, but made by God together with His little ones. True history, the one that will remain eternal, is written by God with His little ones” (“Apostolic Journey” 2022, 155–6).

To understand fully the experience of Roman Catholics in America, the reader must first understand how the Catholic Church interprets the life and significance of Jesus of Nazareth. Next, the reader must comprehend a brief overview of the history of the Catholic Church in Europe up to the Age of Discovery. Third, the reader must realize the central importance of the Great Commission to the history of Christianity in general and Roman Catholicism in particular.
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Introduction


Jesus of Nazareth

Crucial to understanding Catholicism is a knowledge and understanding of its chief subject of worship, Jesus Christ. Jesus the son of Joseph and Mary was born in the town of Bethlehem in Judaea around four to six bce, or according to the Roman dating system of the time, 747 to 749 years since the founding of the city of Rome. Herod the Great ruled the Kingdom of Judaea with the acquiescence and support of the dominant empire of the time, Rome. The emperor Octavian Caesar, Augustus, had been princeps—or head of state—of the Roman Empire for over twenty years and was in the process of establishing a dynasty that would continue decades after his death. The empire was relatively peaceful: Roman institutions, government, and law provided security and continuity. Roman imperial government was not as harsh as other states, before and after. The benefits of Roman citizenship were sought after and given due respect. No doubt the humble carpenter and his wife who gave birth to their son in Bethlehem knew little of Roman policies, politics, and traditions. Writers who traced the life of Jesus a half-century after the fact of his birth claimed that Joseph and Mary made their home at Nazareth in Galilee, which was a pastoral, maritime community dominated by a farm economy and the freshwater Sea of Galilee. Fish was the staple of many tables. Fishermen walked to the synagogue along with farmers and craftsmen. Little is known about the life of Jesus up to his thirtieth year, save that he and his family had some indications of the significance of his life as they fit his birth into the context of Jewish teaching, history, and tradition.

The Jews had for centuries been awaiting the Messiah or Anointed One, whom Hebrew prophets predicted to be a king who would liberate the Jews from their oppressors and, like Moses, return them to glory in the promised land of Canaan. The prophet Isaiah proclaimed the coming of the Christ; God inspired other prophets, such as Jeremiah and Ezekiel, to proclaim God’s future works of redemption and punishment. The writings of the prophets made up a part of the Torah, a collection of writings (narratives, chronologies, poems, prophecies, and wisdom literature) that describe the experiences, knowledge, teachings, and theology of the Hebrew Semites during the second and first millennia bce. The Torah, which Christians came to call the Old Testament, introduced the faithful to God/Yahweh, who had introduced himself to Moses as “I am who I am.”

The holy scripture complementing the Old Testament is the New Testament, comprised of the Gospels, the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, which are brief biographical narratives that describe the life, work, and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth. The Acts of the Apostles, authored by the gospel writer Luke, tells the story of the spread of the Gospel by the first disciples and apostles. The Epistles of Paul, to the Romans, Corinthians, Colossians, Thessalonians, Ephesians, Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and Hebrews, focus on the resurrected Christ overcoming the limitations of the Law of Moses, which, Paul argued, chiefly made people aware of sin and their need for redemption. The Epistles or letters of the disciples Peter, James, Jude, and John describe the significance of Jesus the Christ and provide advice to early Christians. The book of Revelation is the eschatological writings (related to death and what happens to Christians after death) of the disciple John.

The themes of the New Testament are as follows: that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary, the daughter of Joachim and Anne, to whom the archangel Gabriel visited and informed that she would be impregnated by the Holy Spirit and that her son would be Immanuel, meaning God is with us. Jesus is therefore the Incarnation, the process of God becoming man, taking on flesh in Mary’s womb, which is the central event in human history. The Gospel writer John proclaimed as well that Jesus is the Logos, the Word, the spoken expression of Truth with God at the Creation. The Gospels, and Jesus himself, refer to Jesus as the son of man. Jesus preached, taught, and healed before being arrested and crucified, by which he saved humans from original sin—the sin Adam and Eve committed by eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge, a sin which Catholics believe condemned all humankind. Three days after Christ’s crucifixion, he was resurrected, walked among his disciples again and was taken up to heaven in the Ascension. After fifty days the Holy Spirit came among the Apostles in tongues of fire to infuse hope, power, and knowledge. Before leaving his disciples, Jesus commissioned them to spread the Good News to all humans and to all Creation.


Christianity and Roman Catholicism


Early Christianity

The early Christian Church was made up of small communities of persecuted believers led by Deacons and Presbyters, who were functionaries of local congregations, and Bishops, who were appointed the spiritual heads of particular Greco-Roman cities. One bishop, the Bishop of Rome, claimed that as the Apostle Peter was named by Jesus the rock of the church, and as Peter was assumed to have been the first Bishop of Rome (where he was thought to have been executed and buried), that each Bishop of Rome assumed the power Christ granted to Peter. This concept is called the Petrine Supremacy. The Bishop of Rome was known as the Pope by the fourth century. At the same time that the Bishop of Rome was claiming supremacy, other bishops of other cities claimed apostolic authority based on the fact that the resurrected Christ breathed on His followers and granted them power over the fate of saved and sinners. The Church also developed important sacraments based on the life of Christ, such as Baptism and Eucharist, which allowed converts to join the Church with the sign of salvation (baptism) and to continue on a daily or weekly basis experiencing the presence of Christ in the bread and wine of the Eucharist. Most of the books of the New Testament became the canon, or scripture authorized by God and the Church, by the end of the second century.

Of central importance to the success of Christianity were the Apostles and Church Fathers. Many, such as Peter and Paul, were witnesses (martyrs) for Christ, losing their lives in the course of spreading and defending Christianity. Simon Peter (?–67? ce), a fisherman, was one of the first disciples (called by his brother Andrew), and as the rock (petras) of the Church determined to organize Christianity among the Jews and spread the word, or gospel of Christ, to the Gentiles. Peter authored two letters in the New Testament. Paul of Tarsus (?–67? ce) was a former Pharisee and a fearless Apostle who spread the word to Asia Minor, Greece, Italy, and perhaps even Spain. Paul’s Epistles focus on the resurrected Christ overcoming the limitations of the Law. John (?–100? ce) the son of Zebedee, who along with his brother James was a fisherman and one of Christ’s first disciples, was the “disciple whom Jesus loved,” the author of the Fourth Gospel, three Epistles, and perhaps Revelation. John was a teacher of many second-century apostles, such as Papias, Polycarp, and Ignatius. Barnabas was Paul’s friend and coworker and an apostle to the Gentiles; he was martyred (perhaps) at Cyprus. Pope Clement I, the fourth Pope, perhaps knew Peter and Paul; he was martyred under the emperor Trajan. Ignatius of Antioch (50–110?) was a disciple (perhaps) of St. John and the third Bishop of Antioch who was martyred at Rome (also under Trajan). Ignatius argued for the primacy of the Bishop of Rome. Justin Martyr (100–165) was once a Platonist philosopher who converted to Christianity at age thirty and became an important apologist for the Church and an interpreter of Christ as the Logos. Irenaeus (120?–200?) was Bishop of Lyons, friend of Polycarp (who was a student of John), and an opponent of Gnosticism.

Christianity came to dominate the Roman Empire during the fourth century ce. At the Council of Nicaea in 325, the bishops of the Church met under the leadership of the first Christian Roman emperor, Constantine; they formed a creedal statement (the Nicene Creed), which still is the basis for Christian theology. The Church in the West and East split at the same time as the Roman Empire split into the Western Roman Empire and Eastern (Byzantine) Roman Empire. The bishops and Patriarch of Constantinople of the Byzantine Empire refused to accept the Petrine Supremacy. The early Church also fought against numerous heresies: Gnosticism, focusing on the completely spiritual nature of Christ; Marcionism (second century), which rejected Old Testament allegorical interpretation and New Testament assertions of the Virgin Birth; Donatism (early fourth century), in which North African purists attempted to reject the sacraments administered by sinful or apostate Catholic priests and bishops; Arianism, based on the teachings of Arius (d. 336), who argued that the Son is created, not the same substance as the Father; Pelagianism, based on the teachings of Pelagius, a British cleric (c. 400) who denied original sin and the human need for grace.


The Monastic Movement

The Christian Church at the end of the Roman Empire (c. 500) was dominated by Roman Catholicism centered at Rome and Greek Orthodoxy centered at Constantinople. During subsequent centuries in Western Europe, as small kingdoms replaced the crumbling Roman Empire, the Catholic Church grew to be the greatest institution throughout Europe. The Church hierarchy, with the Pope at the pinnacle and power disseminating down, in time, to Cardinals, Archbishops, Bishops, Priests, and Deacons, controlled education, learning, literature, philosophy, and science. The great theologians of the Middle Ages, such as St. Augustine (354–430), St. Anselm (1033–1109), and St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), emphasized the greatness of God who is omniscient and omnipotent compared to humans, who are weak and helpless. Augustine claimed that reality was divided into the spiritual and corporeal realms, the City of God and the City of Man, the former perfect and eternal, the latter imperfect and doomed to failure. Christ saves the City of Man by means of his paschal sacrifice. Many of the early church leaders were founders or members of monastic orders, which developed over the course of centuries in Europe. Notable monastic movements were the Benedictines, Franciscans, Cistercians, Augustinians, and Dominicans. Often these monks recoiled from the moral and physical dangers of society to form isolated communities of ascetics—practicing intense self-discipline and abstaining from many worldly pleasures. Some particularly zealous believers, such as St. Anthony and St. Jerome, fled to the desert to live lives as hermits. Others, such as the anchorites, lived austere existences in the vain attempt to conquer the flesh so to elevate the soul. Benedict of Nursia practiced such asceticism unsuccessfully before finding a balance between isolation and civilization: the Benedictine monastery.

Benedict of Nursia (480–547), whose saintly life was written by Pope Gregory I, fled Rome and corruption as a young man to live as a solitary hermit in an inaccessible cave, where he experienced various visions and temptations. His reputation for miracles and healing spread to others in need of such redemption. Disciples formed around him, hoping to learn from his gentle but strict asceticism. Eventually he founded the monastery at Monte Cassino and wrote the Rule to guide the behavior and path to salvation of the monks under his charge.

Benedict’s Rule is a good overview of what the Catholic Church expected of monks and priests over the course of centuries. Benedict filled his Rule with a host of prescriptions on the correct behavior during each hour of each day. Assuming that the monastery is a family, the monks being the children to the father, the Abbot, Benedict demanded unquestioning obedience to his strictures. The Rule demands of monks that they engage in silence, humility, acceptance, mortification, work, and prayers. Benedict taught that the basis of humility is fear of disobedience to God, the searcher of hearts. The monk must practice complete abandonment of his will to God’s will: God demands chastity, manual labor, sobriety, poverty, patience, and constant piety and prayer. The Benedictine rule had a huge impact on how monks over the centuries would behave, such as in America beginning in the 1500s.

Similarly, Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) was a twelfth-century monk and a founder of the Cistercians, an ascetic order of monks intent on isolating themselves from the world, engaging in hard work, and performing stringent devotions. Bernard focused on the love rather than the retribution of the Son of Man, a belief seemingly contradicted everyday in the aggression toward and disregard of one human to and for another. “Love is an affection of the soul,” Bernard wrote in On Loving God, “spontaneous in its origin and impulse.” Humans come to love God when they realize how helpless they are without Him. It is left to the truly pious to reach the ultimate degree of love of God, “wherein one loves himself only in God” (Bernard of Clairvaux n.d., 15, 22). Bernard adopted the Order of Cîteaux, dedicated to the Rule of Benedict, and expanded and organized it into the Cistercians, a monastic order that was affiliated with military orders such as the Knights Templar, who adopted the regimen of St. Benedict and the habit of the Cistercians. One chronicler, Jacques de Vitry, wrote that the Templars were “in turn lions of war and lambs at the hearth; rough knights on the battlefield, pious monks in the chapel; formidable to the enemies of Christ, gentleness itself towards His friends” (Moeller 1912).

But more, Bernard taught the contemplatives who joined his order the same rules Benedict taught those who became Benedictines. To be contemplative, to seek and worship God, involves not rest and relaxation but hard work. As Joseph Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI, wrote in his encyclical Spe Salvi:


Bernard of Clairvaux, who inspired a multitude of young people to enter the monasteries of his reformed Order, had quite a different perspective … In his view, monks perform a task for the whole Church and hence also for the world. He uses many images to illustrate the responsibility that monks have towards the entire body of the Church, and indeed towards humanity.


Bernard stressed “the nobility of work” as well (Spe Salvi 2007, 15).


Francis of Assisi

That the violent exploits of the Crusades occurred at the same time as the benevolent monks St. Bernard, St. Dominic, and St. Francis of Assisi lived and worked reveals the complete contradiction of the Church in the Middle Ages. The founder of the Dominicans, Dominic de Guzmán (1170–1221), became embroiled in politics of the early thirteenth century, accompanying soldiers to wipe out the heresy of Catharism in what is called the Albigensian Crusade. Nevertheless, this child of the Spanish nobility was devoted not to war but peace, especially to the spread of the Good News throughout the world. He founded an order of monks and nuns living in monasteries preaching the word, combating heresy, and sending forth missionaries: the Order of Preachers, a second order of Dominican nuns, and a tertiary order of lay followers.

In Medieval Europe, Roman Catholic bishops and popes engaged in the same political machinations as their secular counterparts. Violence and war were often the tools of the Roman Catholic prelates, which clearly contradicted the teachings of Christ. Amid the politics of secular affairs, however, some great thinkers and mystics countered said violence with teachings about love.

Francis of Assisi (1181–1226) founded the monastic movement, the Franciscans, for the purpose of spreading the Great Commission and Christ’s love. His ideas and movement had an overwhelming impact on the settlement of America. Francis was an Italian nobleman who early in life renounced his wealth per Jesus’s instructions in the Gospels to put aside all material possessions and follow Him. Henceforth Francis lived a life of utter poverty, begging, prayer, and helping others. He was a mystic, experiencing various divine revelations over the course of his life. He soon gained many adherents, both male and female, and founded the First Order of the Franciscans, the Friars Minor, who were monks devoted to a life of poverty, charity, prayer, and acting upon the Great Commission; the Second Order of Franciscans, the Sisters of St. Clare, who practiced similar acts of devotion; and the Third Order of Franciscans, who were people of the world, that is, neither monks nor nuns, who still embraced the philosophy and devotion to poverty, humility, and charity. The Friars Minor were further subdivided in the sixteenth century into the Observant Friars Minor, the Conventual Friars Minor, and the Capuchin Friars Minor. Moreover, the Observant Friars Minor were again divided into the Discalced, Reformati, and Recollect Friars Minor. The different orders of Franciscans dressed in different robes to distinguish themselves from other orders. Followers of Francis, such as Pope Francis, wrote in the Encyclical, Fratelli Tutti, that “Francis felt himself a brother to the sun, the sea and the wind, yet he knew that he was even closer to those of his own flesh. Wherever he went, he sowed seeds of peace and walked alongside the poor, the abandoned, the infirm and the outcast, the least of his brothers and sisters” (Fratelli Tutti 2020, 2).


Splintering of Beliefs and Corruption in the Church

During the thirteenth century, in the wake of the establishment of other monastic movements, a new monastic movement emerged based on the teachings of St. Augustine. Under Pope Alexander IV (r. 1254–61), the mendicant order of Augustinian monks was inaugurated in Italy. Along with the Dominicans and Franciscans, the Augustinians sent missionaries to the New World in fulfillment of the Great Commission.

Over the course of a thousand years great Roman Catholic intellectuals such as Aurelius Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 394), and Bernard of Clairvaux defined and interpreted the dogma of Christianity. Aurelius Augustine (354–430), the first Medieval thinker, was perhaps the greatest thinker of the past millennium and a half during which the Catholic Church developed, defended its ideas and liturgy against Protestants, reformed, and sought to meet the challenges of the Modern period. Augustine combined the two general modes of thinking we find in Medieval Roman Catholicism: mysticism and scholasticism. On the one hand, as revealed in the autobiography, Confessions, Augustine provided a mystical view of how a sinner can be redeemed by the personal experience of Christ, in Augustine’s case through the voice of a child that intervened at his darkest moment, leading to dramatic conversion. On the other hand, as revealed in his many works of philosophy, such as City of God, Augustine provided formidable proofs of the existence of God by means of Aristotelian techniques. Because he bridged the wide span of Medieval thought, his works had the greatest hold over Christian thinking for fifteen hundred years. As the Middle Ages progressed Catholic thought became more rational and inflexible. Scholastics such as Thomas Aquinas argued that human reason was sufficient to know God and His ways. The Church grew confident that it was the Body of Christ; Church liturgy and ritual were the only ways to salvation. The Bible, translated into Latin by St. Jerome (342–420), was the infallible word of God understood best by the Catholic clergyman. Even though most Medieval Christians could not understand Latin, the Church continued to use Latin as the basis for communication, the Mass, and the Bible. The individual human could only approach God through the Church.

Meanwhile the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, became more powerful in the Church; said power led to corruption and a falling away from the original purpose of the Church to serve as the Body of Christ and to spread the word of God. The Popes of the Middle Ages reflected the contradictions within the Roman Catholic Church: some Popes were truly men of devotion and piety; others were aristocrats seeking power; others were warriors engaged in the struggle to dominate their enemies. Notable Popes included Gregory VII (r. 1073–85), who successfully expanded Papal power among the secular kings of Europe; Innocent III (r. 1198–1216), a Crusading Pope who expanded the power of the papacy and recognized the Franciscan order; Gregory XI (r. 1227–41), friend and canonizer of Francis of Assisi, organizer of canon law, and a promulgator of the papal inquisition; Innocent V (r. 1276) the first Dominican Pope; Nicholas IV (r. 1288–92), the first Franciscan Pope; the Renaissance thinker Aeneas Silvius, Pope Pius II (r. 1458–64); and Pope Innocent VI and Pope Alexander VIII, who both ruled during the fateful year, 1492.

Many of the Popes of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries such as Innocent VI and Alexander VIII, who were very corrupt, illustrate that at the end of the Middle Ages, on the brink of the Modern Era, hubris sat along with despair in European culture and society. On the one hand, wars, plagues, and the many crimes of one human upon another seemed never to have been more extensive than at any other time in human history. On the other hand, European hubris rose to tremendous heights, and Europeans congratulated themselves on having almost achieved the wonders in thought and art of the ancient world. The great cathedrals of Europe showed the simultaneous piety and pride of human existence. Alongside the brutality and shortness of life were masterpieces of art by Sandro Botticelli, commissioned by Pope Sixtus IV (r. 1471–84), and other Italian painters. The Renaissance understanding of human nature, inspired by ancient Greek and Roman philosophers, countered the obscure logic of the Scholastic philosophers. Amid the new humanism of the Renaissance, the Church seemed old, stale, rigid, and corrupt.


Protestant and Catholic Reformations

In the early 1500s a Roman Catholic monk of the Augustinian order, Martin Luther (1483–1546), began to question the teachings and traditions of the Church. He believed that the Church had become too focused on wealth and power: for example, the Vatican had become an independent country with armies of soldiers. The Church was distant from the normal believer and corrupt—for example, passports to redemption, called indulgences, were sold for cash payments. Luther decided in 1517 to post the 95 Theses on the church door of the Wittenberg Cathedral in Germany. The 95 Theses questioned and challenged the teachings and traditions of Roman Catholicism. Luther was interested in reforming the Church to reflect Christianity at an earlier age, the first century shortly after the death of Christ, when his apostles were motivated not by wealth and power, rather a deep devotion to God. This protest against the Catholic Church and attempt to reform Christianity was called the Protestant Reformation.

The Catholic Church responded to the Protestant Reformation with their own attempt to reform, partly because they realized that some of the Protestant criticism of the Church (such as secularism and corruption) was accurate and partly as a means to resist the onslaught of Protestantism by reaffirming the validity and truth of Roman Catholicism.

The Catholic (or Counter) Reformation was highlighted by great thinkers, the Council of Trent, and the founding of the Jesuits (Society of Jesus). One of the leading Catholic thinkers was Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536), a Christian humanist who argued that God grants humans free will (rather than predestination) within the confines of His Grace. What Erasmus meant by this, as he wrote in 1524 in response to an argument on justification by grace advanced by Martin Luther, is that Grace is the initial fact that moves the soul, but then leaves the soul to act on its own. Grace begins and completes, yet God allows humans the will of development between these two extremes of free will and God’s will. God is act, and humans are potential. Erasmus also argued that the Church is not infallible and as the earthly counterpart to Christ is subject to the City of Man and will make errors.

The Council of Trent, an all-Church ecumenical council that lasted for several decades during the mid-sixteenth century, was called by Charles V and Pope Paul III in response to the changes in European culture and society, especially the discovery and colonization of America, the forceful reinsertion of the scientific and cultural ideas of the ancient Greeks during the Renaissance, and, as a result of such dramatic changes in European society, the protest against the Catholic Church led by Martin Luther and John Calvin. The Council met at Trent beginning in 1545.

The Council of Trent agreed in part with Erasmus, proclaiming that humans have free will that operates within the confines of grace via the seven sacraments of the Church. Humans can reject grace and cast themselves by their own free will into hell. The Council of Trent reiterated the exclusive power of the Church; that the Church as the Body of Christ is directed by the Holy Spirit in interpreting the Bible; that the Pope is the leader of Christendom; that the Tradition of the Church is equal in importance to Scripture; that God is omnipotent and humans are comparatively weak and sinful; that the Church must continue to fulfill Christ’s demands to spread the Gospel; that education of the clergy and laity is of extreme importance; and that faith must be supported by good works.


The Jesuits

The Catholic Church was given a shot in the arm, as it were, by the creation of the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, by Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556). Loyola was a Spanish soldier who while wounded and bedridden experienced a new birth. He quit the military and renounced his former sinful life, gave away all of his possessions, and became a wandering penitent. He journeyed to Rome and to Jerusalem as a pilgrim, formed a society of brethren in 1534 to serve the poor, and eventually formed the Jesuit movement in 1540. Loyola believed in action for the sake of Christianity. To this end the Jesuits were organized like Christian soldiers without weapons, journeying to faraway places to help others and spread the word of God. Loyola wrote the Spiritual Exercises, in which he argued that the solution to sin, despair, and anxiety was through action, losing oneself in God’s will.

Unlike Luther and other Protestants, Ignatius promoted not only a spiritual journey but physical journeys of active fulfillment. Ignatius like Luther possessed a deep contemplative mind, but Ignatius focused on self-denial. Both men struggled with sin and felt a sense of powerlessness before God. Yet the will toward action of Ignatius achieved a more productive solution to the human dependence upon God, to human sin. For Luther, humans can do practically nothing about their sinful state before God’s overwhelming will. For Ignatius, the human can raise his/her soul to assimilate more with God’s word and plan. Ignatius was not the great intellectual that Luther was. He found meaning not so much in his understanding of Scripture as in his understanding of the Church and his role in it. In the Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius argued that the Creator will work His will with the Creature, and the Creature will work with God. Ignatius taught his disciples to meditate and contemplate the experiences, the suffering, of Christ, to achieve an empathetic connection. In the fight against Satan, Ignatius told his disciples to follow Christ by spreading His doctrine to all humans. We must, he argued, embrace utter poverty, embrace utter humility, and by these works try to fulfill the requirements of God’s grace. One uses imagery (intuition) as well as reason to determine if an action is in accord with God’s will. Ultimately, love is accomplished through action.

Ignatius and his followers, the Society of Jesus, or Jesuits, ranged throughout the world bringing the good works of missionary activity, fulfilling the Great Commission. In New Spain, New France, and British America, the Jesuits along with the Franciscans and Dominicans brought the love advocated by Ignatius Loyola, Francis of Assisi, and Dominic de Guzmán to the indigenous people of North America.

The Protestant and Catholic Reformations brought a long period of war and suffering to Europe and America. Protestants and Catholics alike were certain that only they knew what God’s will is and what is the true path to salvation. Heresy and disbelief must be stamped out by persecution, torture, execution, and war. The Thirty Years’ War in Europe, the English Civil War, and the Wars of Empire in Europe and America were consequences of these years of reformation.

It was during these contradictory years of advocating and denying Christ, fighting for Christ in ways He would never countenance, that the discovery of America occurred.


The Great Commission

When the risen Christ commanded his disciples to, in the words of Mark (16:15), “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to the whole creation,” he did not provide a schematic to direct His disciples as to how to accomplish this task (New Oxford Annotated Bible 1977, 1238–9). It took decades for Apostles such as Peter and Paul to realize that Christ’s ultimate aim was the conversion of the Gentiles rather than the Jews. And, they discovered that the limitations of human sin always provide roadblocks to the eventual accomplishment of the conversion of all humans. The Church, made up of humans, however, inspired, made errors, committed sins, sometimes allowed the lust for power and wealth to dominate, and as often as they imitated the virtues of Christ they descended often into horrible vices. The Church was not perfect; howsoever, it strove for perfection.

Jesus said, mysteriously, to preach the Gospel to the whole creation. The Greek word “ktisis” literally means “creature” or “creation.” Jesus commanded that the Good News of the presence of God among humankind be preached to all peoples, all creatures, in all places. Thus began a long process of the disciples of Jesus going out to new and foreign places to spread the teachings of Christ and the hope of salvation.

Christ’s messengers over the centuries have done their best to bring the Gospel to all creatures, to the whole creation. To bring the Gospel to the human part of the Creation took centuries, especially since the messengers did not know of the Americas until the end of the fifteenth century. To bring the message to the other part of Creation, Nature, was, of course, a bit of a problem. But the messengers assumed that by the Creation Christ meant that the messengers must be students of natural history, that is, scientists as well as theologians. The Great Commission therefore required messengers who were willing to travel, explore, discover, and engage in scientific study. Indeed, such was the commitment of the messengers to the Great Commission that their activities on its behalf have had a tremendously powerful influence on exploration, science, discovery, and settlement from the fifteenth century to the present.

Those who spread the Word, the teachings and message of Christ, to the Gentiles and pagans of other nations are called Apostles in the New Testament. An apostle is literally a messenger, someone bringing a message, some form of news or information, to a person who does not know or has not heard. The experiences of the first great Apostle, Paul of Tarsus, which were filled with suffering, provided a template, as it were, for all subsequent apostles.

The Church in Rome claimed the apostolic authority to commission and send all messengers into all parts of the world. The most prolific messengers of Christ for centuries until perhaps just recently were apostles of the monastic orders, which sent their members out to all nations bringing the teaching and message of Christ to those who had not heard and were ignorant. The monastic messengers of the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries were well organized and governed; their members were ordered in ranks with assigned responsibilities and had rigid standards and unbending rules—rather like the military. Indeed quite often messengers of Christ accompanied soldiers on expeditions into foreign lands.


Carrying Out the Great Commission

This was the case when the Spanish and French sent military expeditions to conquer and colonize the New World in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Even when monastic messengers did not accompany soldiers and adventurers, such as in the initial voyages of discovery by Columbus and Cartier, the explorers took it upon themselves to be the messengers of Christ to the indigenous people who had never before heard the message.

Were the explorers and discoverers of America, those who initiated the years of conquest and oppression brought upon the indigenous peoples of America, also messengers of Christ, apostles of a message of love, peace, and redemption? If so, who or what was at fault for the cause of suffering—the messenger or the message?

The messengers were more aggressive than the other, indigenous people because the former believed that they knew the truth, the reality that explains all the creation over time, a truth that, they assumed, the other, indigenous people, did not know—but the Great Commission required that these people be taught.

People could hardly be ready to receive the message of the Great Commission if they did not have the accouterments of civilization possessed by the messengers themselves. Bringing the Great Commission to others was no easy challenge for the messengers because it consisted of a hard teaching indeed, of a transcendent and eternal God who becomes incarnate, human, who takes a body and becomes imprisoned like the rest of us in time, who lives with humans not as a ruler and king but, strangely, as a humble person, an itinerant teacher whose teachings arouse such suspicion that he is arrested and executed in the most heinous manner, the slow torturous death of crucifixion. The teacher taught peace not violence, acceptance not resistance, humility not arrogance, all of which teachings most humans find difficult to accept.

How, then, was the Great Commission to be carried out? People of a given culture obviously assume that their customs, institutions, and beliefs are the correct way, the Truth. And if one knows the Truth, is it not incumbent upon oneself, is it not natural and compulsive, to tell others? To impart the Truth to willing people wishing to know and learn requires that the messenger be a teacher, translator, and builder. How often, however, are people of cultures with their own values and traditions, their own Truth, willing to give it up for another truth? Usually the culture spreading its form of truth to another culture is the actor, the mover. And when an active mover confronts resistance, what happens? How important is it to a person to spread his or her truth to another person? If I know and you do not, do I have an obligation—to myself, to you, to a wider culture, to God—to inform you of the truth? And if you resist, how far do I go to force my truth upon you? The keyword here is force. How much of the impartation of knowledge, of truth, requires force? When does persuasion become coercion? If another learns the truth, they will be better off: know more, live better, be happier. Am I doing them a good turn to teach them the truth?

If such philosophical concerns about the nature of truth and how to impart it to others were not sufficiently daunting to the messengers, there were the more practical concerns of who, exactly, made up the Creation. On the human side, the indigenous people of America were hunters and warriors, sometimes of fearsome appearance and violent, even deadly, behavior. But what was perplexing to the messengers was the ignorance of Christ of all the peoples of America.

After the European discovery of America, there were many theories considered to explain the origins of the American Indians and their uncertain relationship with Christianity. The Jesuit missionary and writer John Jacob Baegert was not alone in arguing that


the only purpose of Divine Providence in the discovery of the route to the East Indies around the Cape of Good Hope and in the finding of the fourth continent seems beyond a doubt to have been the expansion of the Christian Faith and the eternal salvation of the many heathen who live in the East and the West. Aside from this, as Saint Theresa has said, these discoveries have brought to Europe and Europeans more harm than good. (Baegert 1952, 107)


Some European thinkers, after Columbus’s discovery of the Indians, argued that in the Great Commission Christ was speaking only about the Fallen, that is, those who inherited the original sin of Adam and Eve; perhaps the Indians were not part of the Fallen. More to the point was the question asked by churchmen: could these people be saved by Christ? Writers had for centuries discussed in detail the outlines of salvation provided in the New Testament. One of the more powerful writers was the fourth-century theologian, Augustine of Hippo, whose book, City of God, provided a discussion of the nature of human society in light of God’s overwhelming will. Augustine noted that any human society, primitive or not, is the City of Man, where sin, evil, and suffering reign. The City of Man is doomed to destruction. In contrast is the City of God, the heavenly or eternal city of timelessness where God reigns and humans hope to go upon death. The City of God is sinless. According to this way of thinking, the indigenous peoples of America were akin to the peoples of Europe in their mutual sin, awaiting the redemption of Christ so as to join Him in the Heavenly City. The logic of Augustine’s City of God is that, if the peoples of America have hitherto been omitted from the Great Commission, it is therefore time to include them.

But it was to be a challenge to convert and to civilize the indigenous peoples of America, for conversion to Christianity as well as embracing the pastoral, agricultural way of life are long, difficult processes. Time, coming to know God experientially and through books, was required. The response of the missionary must be patience. To convert and civilize native peoples was such a long-term process that it would take many years. But according to the Great Commission Christians had the responsibility to civilize and convert Indians, and not just because Christ required it but because providential history showed that the Indians were not unlike ancient Europeans who over time moved from pagan savagery to Christian civilization. The messengers piously understood the movement of human history over time, the movement toward progress and civilization for all peoples. Progress and civilization required thoughtfulness and reflection, which the process of Christian conversion best engendered in people.

Recent scholarship on the Christian experience of indigenous peoples has questioned whether or not conversion is an accurate, sufficiently descriptive concept of what happens when a person puts aside traditional beliefs to embrace new beliefs. Some scholars argue that conversion implies an ethnocentric view that describes the Christian experience of the Western Tradition—but does it describe the experience of indigenous peoples as well? Scholarly emphasis has been upon the synchronistic experience of indigenous religious change. Indeed, religious change from one belief to another is neither static nor isolated, but partakes of experiences over time and in particular places.

The accounts of missionaries who kept extensive diaries of their interaction with Indians, sent and received correspondence with individual Indians, and submitted detailed reports to missionary organizations, consistently recorded the chagrin, anger, and depression of indigenous individuals who were trying to conform to the beliefs, institutions, and laws of white civilization while being tugged in the different direction of their tribal past. Missionaries reported on the poverty, malnutrition, sicknesses, and passivity brought about by the new way of life of the Indians that afflicted the physical and emotional well-being of the tribes. Were such social and economic problems the stimuli for seeking and questioning that resulted in religious change to Christianity? How exactly did an indigenous person come to renounce traditional tribal beliefs to embrace the religion of Christian messengers? What individual experiences of loss and suffering, or joy and understanding, resulted in the desire for baptism? How did conversion impact the individual’s sense of self?

Missionaries considered civilization and Christianity to be one and the same. Missionaries generally adopted a patronizing, condescending attitude toward indigenous people at the same time that they exhibited outstanding energy and bravery in the face of overwhelming despair, poverty, conflict, and violence. Missionaries compared themselves to the Apostle Paul, who likewise made way the teachings of Christianity among a similarly polytheistic and animistic people. Messengers believed wholeheartedly in the Great Commission given by Christ to His disciples. Delivering the Gospel was the sole object to them, and they endured privation and environmental extremes to succeed in this self-appointed goal.

Catholic missionaries in America ultimately had success mixed with failure, but to these messengers, the former outweighed the latter. One indigenous inhabitant of North America described his experience of embracing Christianity and coming to know the Gospel as “like a stream of living water without sticks or stones or mud in it, ever-flowing, clear as crystal, free to all.” He added: “Before the missionaries came they knew nothing about God; the Indians lived in the dark; their minds were covered just like a veil over the face, but now they can see clearly” (Lawson 2015 10). Such a clear vision of Christ and His teachings was the sometimes elusive ideal that the messengers brought to America.

Many of the Roman Catholic messengers who came to America over the course of the past five centuries kept written accounts of their journeys, recording their experiences in an often forbidding wilderness environment, from the missionary’s perspective, among people who were cautious, often dangerous, resisting the incursion into their ancestral lands of strange people speaking a different language, practicing different habits and customs, worshipping a foreign deity. Journals, diaries, letters, and histories kept and written by the messengers form the basis for this history. Some secondary sources are used, but by and large, where there is a primary source that provides the details, this source becomes the basis for the narrative account. There is much critical analysis of primary sources by modern scholars, which provide excellent sources with which to work. Generally I assume the writers of these accounts are being truthful eyewitnesses unless I find some reason to doubt the veracity of the account.
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Part OneCatholics in Spanish Colonial America




1Christopher Columbus


Pre-Columbian Voyages to America

The first European explorers to sail North American waters found the land and its peoples forbidding. The bays of the North American coast may have centuries ago hosted the single-masted warships from Scandinavia, Iceland, or Greenland. It is not known whether or not the Vikings sailed as far south as the coast of New England; if they did, they would have found the rocky inlets familiar to their homeland of Norway. The Viking ship used a single sail and oars to propel it before the wind; its shallow draft made it an excellent ship to explore narrow rivers and intricate bays, such as along coastal North America. The best evidence of the presence of Norse explorers in America is the discoveries in the 1960s of Helge Instad, a Norwegian archeologist. He discovered the remains of a Viking settlement at L’Anse aux Meadows, Newfoundland (northern tip of Newfoundland). His discoveries supported the sagas recorded by Norse bards in the late Medieval period. These Vinland Sagas are Norse oral traditions told for centuries finally written down. They tell the story of Vinland and its discovery and settlement by Leif Erikson and others. According to tradition, Leif was a Christian; hence, he might well have been the first Roman Catholic to step on the continent of America. If so, and if he was followed by other Christians, it is possible that Catholic missionaries came among the indigenous peoples of eastern Canada—but there is no direct proof. Richard Clarke as well as
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Notes


	1Clarke made his argument in Lives of the Deceased Bishops of the Catholic Church in the United States, vol. 1 (New York: P. O’Shea, 1872). A nice, if dated, overview of this debate is found in an article by Joseph Fischer, “Pre-Columbian Discovery of America,” Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907), http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01416a.htm.

	2For example, an article that appeared in Wicazo Sa Review in 2008 proclaimed in its title “Thief, Slave Trader, Murderer: Christopher Columbus and Caribbean Population Decline.”

	3Columbus’s journal is sometimes in the first person, sometimes the third person, either written by himself or by the initial editor of the journal Bartolome de Las Casas.

	4The titles used for Catholic missionaries, members of religious orders, and priests differ for time and place: for convenience sake (if not for complete accuracy), I have adopted the preference to use the title Father for all missionaries, male members of religious orders, and priests.
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