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ANTED: 
Young men to travel 
to an unsettled 
land to spread the 
Catholic faith to 
natives who do 

not speak or understand your 
language and who have their 
own set of beliefs that they 
do not want to give up. 
Th ere is no pay, but you 
will be able to fi nd room 
and board among the 
natives, if they are 
willing to provide 
them. Position 
is full-time until 
such time as you 
are martyred for 
the faith.. 

Do you know anyone 
who would seriously con-
sider this job?

Many men did. They were 
the friars who brought Catholi-
cism to New Mexico, and many 
gave up their lives for their 
beliefs. 

“Go, therefore, and make 
disciples of all nations, baptiz-
ing them in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them 
to observe all that I have com-
manded you. And behold, I am 
with you always until the end of 
the age.” (Matthew 28:19)

These words of Jesus Christ give 
a mandate to all Christians to share 
our beliefs so that we can introduce others 
to the wonders of God. Yet, how many of 
us do? It is really hard to talk to friends 

or family who would rather not hear 
his word and perhaps feel they have no 

need of God.
How much harder would it be to talk to 

strangers who don’t even speak or under-

stand the same language? Think 
about those Catholic friars who 
accepted the position as described 
above and accompanied Span-
ish expeditions into New Mexico 
to spread the word of God. The 

Franciscan and Jesuit friars carried 
their faith to the new land despite 
the fact that the ritualized formality 
of the European’s religion must have 
seemed as foreign to the natives as 

the bright silk clothing, banners, 
and weaponry of the conquista-
dores. 

 Why did they do it?
I don’t think the king’s mandate that the 

propagation of the faith was to be one of the 
prime goals of all expeditions in the New 

World was the only 
reason they braved 
martyrdom in the 

new land. As 
men who had 
dedicated their 
lives to God, 
they must have 
taken the words 
of Christ seri-
ously and found 
the courage to 
do what they did 
because they felt 
they would earn 

salvation by doing his will.
 All expeditions to New Mexico had to be 

accompanied by at least one friar, but more 
often than not, several went along to tend to 
the spiritual needs of the expedition and to 
convert others to the faith. 

Th e fi rst mission in New 
Mexico was begun by seven 

Franciscan friars who 
accompanied Don Francisco 
Vasquez de Coronado on his 

explorations and search for the 
fabled cities of gold and who 

bravely stayed behind 
when he left. 
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15From their base at San Juan, 
they traveled out to the sur-
rounding areas to establish 
missions and eventually all lost 
their lives including Fray Juan 
de la Cruz, the fi rst martyr of 
New Mexico. 

Knowing that their fel-
low friars had lost their 
lives didn’t stop others 
from making trips into 
New Mexico in the years 
between Coronado’s expe-
dition and the beginning 
of colonization or from 
accompanying Don Juan 
de Onate when he led his 
army of settlers north-
ward. 

What do you think 
was the worst obstacle 
the friars faced? 

Was it the dif-
ference in spoken 
language that made 
communication 
almost impossible 
…….

….or was it their 
frustrations with the governors 

of Mexico and Madrid who were their sup-
port.  Probably because the new land was not 
very prosperous, the governors may have felt 
that they could not be generous in their support 
of the friars. So, often the friars did not have 
adequate resources. 

….or was it their disagreement with the con-
quistadores about the treatment of the natives. 
Pope Paul III, in 1537, decreed that the Native 
Americans were men who were not to be de-
prived of their liberty or property. Some con-
quistadores, despite the papal decree, thought 
that because they did not believe the natives 
were human, they should not be converted to 
Christianity. Those conquistadores treated the 
natives cruelly. 

….or was it the fact that, as they established 
more and more missions, the priests became 
very thinly spread. By 1616, when they relocated 
their headquarters to Santo Domingo Pueblo, 
there were 11 missions and 10,000 newly bap-
tized Christians. Can you imagine only 20 friars 
trying to keep up with all the duties the mis-
sions and converts must have demanded? 

So which do you think is the hardest obsta-
cle they had to overcome? They all sound pretty 
horrendous to me! 

But, the friars coped and they converted 
scores of natives. How did they do it?

They learned to communicate with the na-
tives, fi rst by hand signs and then by learning 
their language.

They built missions. I believe that the heart 

of their success lay in the series of missions the 
friars erected. Through the missions, they of-
fered not only religious teachings but also food, 
education, protection, and medical help. The 
natives must have been enticed by these things, 
especially protection from other Native Ameri-
cans and some of the Spanish settlers who mis-
treated them.  

They designed the missions to hold the con-
verted natives in one place apart from the un-
enlightened heathen so they would be less likely 
to fall away from their new faith. 

The friars concentrated on converting and 
caring for the children, drawing the parents in 
as well and providing for a continuing Catholic 
population. 

These are the innovative and creative ways 
the friars dealt with their diffi culties. Most of 
all, they must have trusted that God would give 
them the help they needed to spread his word 
and to establish his religion in the new land. 

In 1616, Spain designated New 
Mexico as a Franciscan “custody” 
led by a “custos,” and appointed 
Fray Alonso de Benavides to fi ll 

that spot. He came to Santa Fe in 
1625 carrying La Conquistadora, 

an image of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. It is the oldest Marian 

image in the country, and can be 
seen in the Santa Fe Cathedral. 
On August 10, 1680, the Pueblo peoples 

revolted under the leadership of a man called 
Pope (Po’-pay). The missions were destroyed; 
21friars and hundreds of Spaniards were killed 
with the rest of the colonists fl eeing to Santa 
Fe. On August 21, the natives allowed the 
Spaniards to leave for the long trek back to El 
Paso. They stayed there until 1692 when Don 
Diego de Vargas led them, accompanied by fri-
ars of course, back to New Mexico.

Taking care to honor and respect native cus-
toms and beliefs, the friars led the pueblo peo-
ple back to Christianity. They built adobe and 
wooden churches, encouraged native santeros 
to develop religious art, and, in general, worked 
to fuse the cultural differences in the area. The 
Catholic Church in New Mexico fl ourished un-
der the friars who are the acknowledged bear-
ers of the Catholic faith to this new land where 
it remains today the religion of the majority of 
New Mexicans.

Whatever your religious beliefs, you have 
to give these men credit for overcoming cir-
cumstances we can only imagine in our worst 
dreams and for not giving up on their mission 
even in the worst of times.
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