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SAN CRISTOBAL DE LAS
CASAS, Mexico— Pope Francis
denounced the centuries-old
exploitation and exclusion of
Mexico’s indigenous people
Monday and prayed before the
tomb of their controversial
priestly protector during a visit
heavy in symbolism to the rolling
hills of southern Chiapas state.
Francis celebrated aMass for

Mexican Indians that featured
readings in the native languages
of Chiapas, a traditional dance
of prayer and the participation
of married indigenous deacons,
whose ministry had been sus-
pended by the Vatican but was
revived under Francis.
The visit, at the halfway

mark of Francis’ five-day trip to
Mexico, was of great personal
importance for the pope. He
insisted on visiting San Cristobal
de las Casas, where the late
Bishop Samuel Ruiz ministered
to Mexico’s poorest and support-
ed blending their indigenous cul-
ture into Catholic rituals, much
to the dismay of Mexico’s church
hierarchy and, occasionally, the
Vatican.
In his homily, Francis

denounced how, “in a systematic
and organized way,” indigenous
people have beenmisunderstood
and excluded from society over
the course of history.
“Some have considered your

values, culture and traditions

to be inferior,” he said. “Others,
intoxicated by power, money and
market trends, have stolen your
lands or contaminated them.”
He called for a collective

“Forgive me.”
“Today’s world, ravaged as

it is by a throwaway culture,
needs you!” he told the crowd
that includedmany indigenous
people, some in traditional dress,
who gathered under clear skies
at a sports complex in the moun-
tain city of San Cristobal de las
Casas.
The soft sounds of marimbas

accompanied theMass, which
was celebrated in front of a rep-
lica of the brilliant yellow and
red facade of the San Cristobal
cathedral, where Francis visited
later in the day.
At one point, Francis slipped

behind the altar where Ruiz’s
tomb is located and emerged
a fewminutes later after a
brief prayer, said the Vatican
spokesman, the Rev. Federico
Lombardi.

‘POPE OF THE STRUGGLE’
Crowds chanted “Long live the

pope of the poor!” and “Welcome,
pope of the struggle!” as he
arrived for theMass. Estimates
showed about 500,000 faithful
saw the pope in the city, includ-
ing about 100,000 who gathered
on the dirt field.
The pope frequently has

expressed admiration for indig-
enous peoples, and he issued
a sweeping apology last year
while in Bolivia for the Catholic
Church’s colonial-era crimes
against America’s indigenous.
He also has spoken out

about the need to care for the
environment. As archbishop
in Argentina, he was heav-
ily responsible for a major
document of the entire Latin
American church hierarchy in
which bishops praised the har-
monious way indigenous people
live with nature. As pope, he
penned an environmental encyc-
lical denouncing the exploitation
of the planet by the rich at the
expense of the poor.
Indigenous communities have

legal rights to much of Mexico’s
forest and desert lands, and
have long battled with outsiders
to protect them— and to share
in the revenues they produce.
Mining and commercial log-
ging interests that were granted
concessions by national or state
governments long denuded or

polluted indigenous lands.
Francis’ visit to Chiapas and

celebration of native culture
was in many ways a swipe at the
Mexican church hierarchy, which
has long sought to downplay the
local culture and bristled at the
“Indian church,” a mixture of
Catholicism and indigenous cul-
ture that includes pine boughs,
eggs and references to “God the
Father andMother.”
It was a tradition that was

embraced by Ruiz, who died in
2011 after some 40 years at the
helm of the San Cristobal diocese.

WRAPPING UP VISIT
Francis wrapped up his trip to

Mexico onWednesday with some
of his most anticipated events: a
visit in a Ciudad Juarez prison,
just days after a riot in another
lockup killed 49 inmates, and a
stop at the Texas border when
immigration is a hot issue for the
U.S. presidential campaign.
He also scheduled ameeting

withMexican workers, grass-
roots groups and employers in
an encounter at which he was to
repeat his mantra on the need for
dignified work for all and “land,
labor and lodging.”
Francis’ final events capped

a whirlwind five-day visit that
focused heavily on the injustices
faced byMexico’s poorest, most

oppressed and vulnerable to the
country’s drug-fueled violence.
He sought to offer comfort while
takingMexico’s political and reli-
gious leaders to task for failing to
do good for their people.
The popemakes a point of

going to prisons on nearly every
foreign trip, part of his longtime
ministry to inmates and his
belief that the lowest in society
deserve dignity.
He has denounced abuse of

pre-trial detention, called life
sentences a “hidden death pen-
alty” and urged a worldwide end
to capital punishment. As pope,
he continues to check in with
Argentine prisoners heminis-
tered to as archbishop of Buenos
Aires.
In his penitentiary encounters,

Francis often urges inmates not
to give up hope, telling them that
he, too, has sinned and been for-
given. But he also tells inmates
not to let their suffering lead to
violence— amessage especially
relevant given the deadly riot
last week at Monterrey’s Topo
Chico prison, where rival gang
factions bloodied each other with
hammers, cudgels andmakeshift
knives. Eight more inmates were
injured Tuesday in a brawl at
another prison.
Ciudad Juarez’s Prison No. 3,

where Francis spoke to inmates

and visiting family members, is
relatively calm these days. But it
has seen violent clashes before
that reflected the chaos outside
its walls.

WORLD’S MURDER CAPITAL
Not long ago, Juarez was con-

sidered the murder capital of
the world, as cartel-backed gang
warfare fed homicide rates that
hit 230 per 100,000 residents in
2010.
After the prison stop, Francis

met with workers and advocacy
groups at which he addressed
poverty and income inequality.
Also onWednesday, Francis

visited the borderwith El Paso,
Texas, where he gave a blessing
at the fence in honor ofmigrants
on the other side and prayed for
thosewho died trying to get there.
His visit closed with a large

outdoorMass.
Migration is a theme close

to the pontiff’s heart. He has
demanded that countries wel-
come those fleeing poverty and
oppression and denounced what
he calls the “globalization of
indifference” towardmigrants.
Ahead ofWednesday’s visit,

the Vatican spokesman, the
Rev. Federico Lombardi, said
the pope is concerned about the
plight of migrants everywhere,
not just in the United States.

Including the indigenous

By Douglas Kindschi
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

The story is told of aman
who came to the famous Jewish
rabbi, Hillel, wanting to have the
entire Torah explained to him
while standing on one foot. Hillel
responded: “What is hateful to
you, do not do to others. This is
thewhole of the Torah. The rest is
the commentary; go and study.”
This form of the Golden Rule is

based on a num-
ber of passages
from the Jewish
Scripture, and
restated by Jesus
a century after
Hillel.
In Jesus’

Sermon on the
Mount, he says,
“Do to others what you want
them to do to you. This is the
meaning of the law of Moses and
the teaching of the prophets.”
(Matthew 7:12)
The Apostle Paul reaffirmed

this teaching in his letter to the

Galatians: “For the whole law is
fulfilled in one word, you shall
love your neighbor as yourself.”
(Galatians 5:14)
Some form of the Golden Rule

is found in nearly every reli-
gious tradition and is acknowl-
edged by secularists as well,
as a basic principle to living in
peace with our fellow humans.
The Hindu tradition has a form
similar to the Jewish version
which says, “This is the sum of
duty: do not do to others what
would cause pain if done to
you.” (Mahabharata 5:1517) The
Buddhist tradition has a simi-
lar version: “A state that is not
pleasing or delightful to me, how
could I inflict that upon anoth-
er?” (Samyutta Nikaya v.353) and
“Hurt not others in ways that
you yourself would find hurtful.”
(Udana-Varga 5:18)
In the Quran, we find the posi-

tive version of our responsibility:
“Do good— to parents, kinsfolk,
orphans, those in need, neigh-
bors who are near, neighbors
who are strangers.” (Quran 4:36)

In the sayings of Muhammad,
called the Hadith, the Golden
Rule is repeatedmore than
once, for example: “None of you
have faith until you love for your
neighbor what you love for your-
self.” (SahihMuslim)
InMuslim and Christian

Scriptures, we also get the fur-
ther admonition: “Return evil
with kindness.” (Quran 13:22,
23:96, 28:54, 41:34 and 42:40) In
a similar way Jesus said, “Love
your enemies, do good to them
which hate you.” (Luke 6:27)

RESPONSIBILITY GOES BEYOND
IMMEDIATE NEIGHBORS
Our responsibility also goes

beyond the immediate neighbor
and includes all who are in need.
Jesus was asked by the lawyer
what onemust do to inherit
eternal life. He responded, “Thou
shalt love the Lord thy God with
all thy heart, and with all thy soul
and with all thy mind. This is the
first and great commandment.
And the second is like unto it,
Thou shalt love thy neighbor as

thyself. On these two command-
ments hang all the law and the
prophets.” (Matthew 22:35-40)
When asked by the lawyer

who was his neighbor, Jesus
did not give a legal answer but
told a story about a person who
had been beaten, robbed and
left by the side of the road. Two
religious leaders passed by but
ignored the needy person. But a
Samaritan, who was considered
by the Jews of the time as of a
different ethnic and religious
group, stopped and cared for
the stranger. Jesus then asked
whowas neighbor to the person
in need, to which the lawyer
responded, “the onewho showed
mercy.” This parable of the Good
Samaritan sets forth the standard
of not only avoiding doingwhat
is hateful, but taking a positive
active step in doing good, espe-
cially in helping those in need.
In our world today, we are

seeing thousands, evenmillions,
now in need, trying to escape
violence and war. What is our
response to these needs? Do we

act out of fear or do we show
mercy?
Let us not run away fromwhat

we know is the right course of
action. The plight of the refugee
is as much an issue for us today
as it was for these early faith
teachers. We can learnmore
about this call to respond at an
event coming up in Grand Rapids
onMarch 8. See the box for
details or go to interfaithunder-
standing.org formore informa-
tion and to sign up for the event.

TheGoldenRule—an ancient and current responsibility
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Pope Francis is welcomed upon his arrival Monday in San Cristobal de las Casas, Mexico. Francis celebrated
Mexico’s Indians with a visit to Chiapas state, a center of indigenous culture, where he presided over a Mass
in three native languages, thanks to a new Vatican decree approving their use in liturgy. (L’Osservatore Romano/
Pool Photo via AP)

Pope Francis hugs two girls he
invited on stage Tuesday during
a meeting with Mexican youth at
the Jose Maria Morelos y Pavon
Stadium in Morelia, Mexico.
(L’Osservatore Romano/Pool Photo via AP)

Pope denounces exploitation of Mexico’s Indians, celebrates native culture during visit

Kindschi

IF YOU GO

WELCOMINGREFUGEES:
DO UNTO OTHERS
A conversation of community
engagement about refugee
resettlement:

When: 7 p.m. March 8
Where: Catholic Information
Center, 360 S. Division Ave.,
Grand Rapids
More information:
interfaithunderstanding.org


