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In addition to sharing the sacred time and space of pilgrimage and retreat in Chiapas we also 

received an immersion experience in the history and culture of southern Mexico. That included 

the role of the church and church leaders. We also were provided with up close exposure to the 

dynamic ministries of service and reconciliation through which we are connected through our 

Global Mission staff person, Elena Huegel. 

 

Chiapas has always been remote and fairly isolated as regards the rest of Mexico, often 

referred to as “the third Mexico.” It shares a border with Guatemala and as such looks toward 

and resembles much of Central America. Five indigenous tribes now live on autonomous lands 

reclaimed through the Zapatista rebellion in 1994, one that was mediated by then Bishop 

Samuel Ruiz, a contemporary of Romero in El Salvador. Following the 2nd Vatican Council and in 

response to the situation among its constituents, the Church’s posture radically shifted from 

the 1960s forward. 75% of the parish was indigenous, the very ones marginalized and 

oppressed by the colonial power structure – aided and abetted by the church. In a self-

conscious act, the Church intentionally realigned with the whole people of God, especially 

including the poor indigenous, helping them to reclaim their cultural roots, languages, and 

ceremonies. 

 



Of special interest is the current situation in Mexico of internal migration and external 

immigration. Internal migrants continue to move within Mexico to find work, primarily from 

mountainous areas to agricultural areas near the coast and back again. As an even greater 

challenge the instability, poverty, war and gangs in Central America create conditions in which 

persons attempt to leave their homes to find a different life elsewhere. That means immigrants 

are constantly crossing Mexico’s southern border with Guatemala. That southerly border is the 

border of greatest concern for those in Chiapas. Yes, the northern border with the United 

States is relevant as many continue on to seek amnesty there, but Mexico is faced with an 

immediate challenge of settling refugees and aiding those who are in transit. 

 

A network of immigrant “houses” punctuates the landscape of Mexico and they are universally 

provided and staffed through religious congregations or leaders, Catholic and Protestant. We 

spent time with Sister Lucy Jimenez in the Casa del Migrante in the San Diego barrio of San 

Cristobal. We witnessed the ways in which they were providing food and shelter to travelers of 

all ages, helping to locate work and ways to settle. In addition Sister Lucy and the Casa del 

Migrante works to repatriate the bodies of those who died attempting to cross the desert.  

As gangs and the mafia specialize in preying on migrants and immigrants such as on “the beast” 

train heading north, the church becomes an obstacle to their exploitation – which places the 

church and its servants in the crosshairs. That insecurity and threat is a great challenge. The 

Church recognizes that this may represent their suffering in Christ for the world, perhaps 

including martyrdom.  

 

As is well known and documented now, the gangs that plague Central America originated in Los 

Angeles and were exported from the United States, taking the place of the militias following the  

Central American wars. The Mafia extends broadly through northern and central Mexico, 

corrupting much of government, resistant to enforcement by either the police or the military. 

The mob and gangs, now often one thing, victimize Mexico’s poor and immigrants and the ones 

who seek asylum in the United States. They are armed with guns and ammo sold by and 

smuggled from arms manufacturers in the United States. They are a potent force. In the face of 

these principalities and powers the Church can only offer a moral presence and sacrificial 

ministry. 

 

We were surrounded by warm-hearted brothers and sisters who extended us marvelous 

hospitality. Our lives intertwined with those in the same yet very different world. Always 

curious about how Americans viewed Mexicans we reassured them that there was a vast 

difference between the peoples of our two countries and the political rhetoric of the moment. 

We are all one in Christ – somos uno in Christe. It is my hope that our presence among them 

shared at least that solidarity. We are, after all, sojourners in this life together. 


