Response to the Spanish by Native Priests

Everywhere the Europeans went, they presented the tenets of ( hristianity and
asked native peoples to accept their religion as the one true faith. Usually we
can gauge very little of what the indigenous were thinking in the early period:
some converted and some resisted. In the case of the Aztecs, we know more,
because of the plethora of sources in their own language. (See section 1 above.)

A group of 12 Franciscan friars, representing the 12 apostles, arvived in
Mexico in 1524, three years after the conquest. They orchestrated a series of
official meetings with bigh-ranking Aztec political leaders and priests, On
several of these occasions, the E uropeans took notes. Years later, in the 1560s,
another Franciscan wrote up a collection of these notes as though the
exchange he was recording bad occurred on a single occasion, though be was
really creating a composite picture. Here is a direct translation from the
Nabuatl of what be claimed the Aztec priests said after having listened for
several hours to the messages of the Christians. Notice that what has them
truly incensed is not so much the idea of adding a new god as the demand thar
they abandon the old.

You say that we do not recognize the being who is everywhere, lord of
heaven and earth. You say our gods are not true gods. The new words that
you utter are what confuse us; due to them we feel foreboding. Our makers
[our ancestors] who came to live on earth never uttered such words. They
gave us their laws, their ways of doing things. They believed in the gods,
served them and honored them. They are the ones who taught us everything,
the gods’ being served and respected. Before them we eat earth |kiss the
ground]; we bleed; we pay our debts to the gods, offer incense, make
sacrifice. ... indeed, we live by the grace of those gods. They rightly made
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us out of the time, the place where it was sull dark. ... They give us what we
go to sleep with, what we get up with [our daily sustenance], all that is
drunk, all that is eaten, the produce, corn, beans, green maize, chia. We beg
from them the water, the rain, so that things grow upon the carth.

The gods are happy in their prosperity, in what they have, always and
forever. Everything sprouts and turns green in their home. What kind of
place is the land of Tlaloc [the god of rain]? Never is there any famine there,
nor any illness, nor suffering. And they [the gods] give people virility,
bravery, success in the hunt, [bejeweled] lip rings, blankets, breeches,
cloaks, flowers, tobacco, jade, feathers and gold.

Since time immemorial they have been addressed, prayed to, taken as
gods. It has been a very long time that they have been revered, since once
upon a time in Tula, in Huapalcalco, Xochitlapan, Tlamohuanchan, in
Teotihuacan, the home of the night. These gods are the ones who estab-
lished the mats and thrones {that is, the inherited chieftainships], who gave
people nobility, and kingship, renown and respect.

Will we be the ones to destroy the ancient traditions of the Chichimeca,
the Tolteca, the Colhuaca, the Tepaneca? [No!]' It is our opinion that there
is life, that people are born, people are nurtured, people grow up, [only] by
the gods’ being called upon, prayed to. Alas, o our lords, beware lest you
make the common people do something bad. How will the poor old men,
the poor old women, forget or erase their upbringing, their education? May
the gods not be angry with us. Let us not move towards their anger. And let
us not agitate the commoners, raise a riot, lest they rebel for this reason,
because of our saying to them: address the gods no longer, pray to them no
longer. Look quietly, calmly, o our lords, at what is needed. Our hearts
cannot be at ease as long as we cannot understand each other. We do not
admit as true [what you say]. We will cause you pain. Here are the towns,
the rulers and kings who carry the world. It is enough that we have lost
political power, that it was taken from us, that we were made to abandon
the mats and thrones. We will not budge; we will just end [this conversa-
tion]. Do to us whatever you want. This is all with which we return, we
answer, your breath, your words, o our lords.

Source: Miguel Leon Portilla, ed., Cologuios y docirina cristiana (Universidad
Auténoma de México, 1986). This text has generally appeared in English as a
translation from the Spanish, but 1 preferred to translate directly from the Nahuatl
words as the overall effect is somewhat different.

" Nahuat! texts are full of rhetorical questions, the answer to which is clearly meant to be a
resounding “No!”





