Chapter One
The Boy in Seville

March 31, 1493, Seville

He dmogt tripped into one of the many stagnant pools of sawage dotting the
gutter running down the center of Calle Serpes, racing down the narrow, Snuous Street
after morning mass in his parish church of San Salvador. Nimbly he darted over piles of
dung and the other stinking detritus that fouled al medieva cities. Bartholomew was
headed for the Cathedral, the center of the city, where the Admiral was expected for High
Mass. He paused briefly at afountain with cool water splashing down from the spouts.
The fragrance of new orange blossomsin a petio drifted out into the street and he
breathed in the sweet smells. He splashed his face and took a drink from the stream of
water splashing into his cupped hands.

Springing up from the fountain, Bartholomew resumed his plunge down towards
the center of the city, determined to get agood view of the Admira and his entourage.
His father Pedro and uncles had been talking about the Admiral's voyage for months.
Now, finaly, he had returned.

Christopher Columbus arrived in Seville on PAm Sunday, March 31, 1493. In his
entourage marched seven Tano Indians captured in the Caribbean. Dressed in their
native feathers and fishbone and gold ornaments, they drew curious stares from the
gawking onlookers, as much impressed by the parrots as the strange “Indians.” 'Y oung
Bartolomé de las Casas, then eight years old, witnessed the procession into the city. It
was the mogt exciting event of hislife. It aso prefigured along life that was to follow at
this crossroads in the history of mankind. Did the boy, till dressed in his acolyte robes,
fed acompassion for these awkward savages who seemed so out of placein medieva
Saville?

The procession could hardly have been missed. Even in medievd Spain, where
the horse was the fastest form of transportation, the news of the Admira’ s return from his
voyage, less than two weeks earlier, spread rgpidly, firgt through the lands of Andducia
and then to the many kingdoms of medieva Spain—Cadtile, Leon, Aragon, Vaencia—
united by the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Cadtilein 1569. Modern
Spain was emerging as these two forged the links of a powerful monarchy, but a Spaniard
of the age of the Crusades hundreds of years earlier would have recognized his land and
its people easly. Change came about dowly in the medieva world. But the first voyage
of Columbus detonated an explosion of knowledge that would transform the world. And
young Bartholomew was there.

The Admirad had sailed west. What had he found? The Portuguese were
suspicious that, in the service of Cadtile, Columbus was infringing on their monopoly of
Africatrade. But the Admird apparently claimed innocence of offending Portuguese
senghilities or rights. He had gone WEST, not south to Africa. To Cipangu? To China?
Did he reach the exotic kingdoms described in the travels of Marco Polo? The land of
Prestor John where Chrigtians till held out againg the infidels? Did he reach the idands
and lands of the East from whence the spices issued?



Bartholomew listened closdly in the patio of his father’ s house, as the men sipped
wine and speculated on what the Admira would do next. Pedro de las Casas opined that a
second voyage would soon be in the making.

"I'd like to be on that one for sure" Pedro, a smal merchant with large ambitions,
said to his brother Francisco de Pefidosa.!

Francisco nodded. Another brother, Juan, already was tied in with the Admird, as
Columbus was now being cdled. The Genoese explorer's star rose rapidly through the
ranks of Spanish sailors and merchants ever since the King and Queen had summoned
him to Barcelona and used thét title in their letter to him in Seville.

"Did you see the gold on his Indians?" Pedro said.

"Hmmm," Pefid osa nodded. Impressed as he was by the gold, something else was
equaly important. "Did you natice the title by the Queen in her last letter? 'Admird of
the Ocean Seaand Viceroy and Governor of dl the idands discovered in the Indies" "

The excitement tirred by Columbus rippled out through the land. He soon
continued from Seville on his triumphant trip to Barcelona, mobbed by curious sightseers
and well wishers, not to spesk of potentia gentlemen adventurers seeking favor and a
place on the next voyage. In aland where changes--compared to today--took placein
glacia terms, the recent conquest of Granada and the Admira'’s voyage thundered across
the plains and mountains of the many kingdoms of Spain.

Only last year the Queen and King brought the last Moors in Spain to their knees
in Granada and raised the cross in the Alhambra. To be aknight in the Queen’sarmy, to
hurl into battle with the stlandards of Santiago and the Chrigtian saints unfurled in the
wind, to day the infidelsin the name of the true Holy Faith, that’ s what Bartholomew and
other youth of Cadtile dreamed of! The world into which Bartholomew was born was
about to be transformed by the discoveries of Columbus, but the last decade of warfare
againg the Moors imbued Spain with afervor for the Holy Roman Catholic faith that
touched the boy as deeply as the news of the Discoverer's adventures. If one believesin
predestination, then, taken together--the find triumph of the Reconquest over the
Moorish kingdom of Granada and the First VVoyage of Columbus--prefigured the boy's
future controversid, explosve career as a Dominican friar in the conquest of the
Americas. If one subscribes to the doctrine of free will, then the young man's choices
turned him into God's leading angd to the Indians of the New World as the conquest
ground them into submisson and consigned the mgority to oblivion.

Asmog eight year old boys, however, Bartholomew wasn't thinking about the
great events of history. He reached the Girdda, Sevilles magnificent Chrigtian cathedrd,
intime only to caich the tail end of Columbuss procession. Onlookers and passers-by
drifted dowly away in knots of two or three, commenting on the Discoverer's entourage.

"Did you see the natives?2"

"Did | SEE them? There wasn't much left NOT to see!" exclaimed another.

Sevillanos, like dl medieva Spaniards, eft few parts to their anatomy bare, partly
in response to the climate but more in kegping with Church teaching. Flesh inflamed the
passions, so cover dl flesh. A flash of ankle was considered erotic, although when the
gypsy girls danced in the taverns, there were dender arms and bare legs aplenty for the
lascivioudy indined. And the Church assumed dl men were so inclined.

! Giménez Fernandez, "Fray Bartolomé de |as Casas, A Biographical Sketch," pp. 67ff.



Bartholomew findly caught up with the knot of Indians, gawkers, and Columbus's
friends and family. The entourage made its way through the Arch of the Imagesinto the
parish of the Church of San Nicolés where the Admira had prepared lodgings for his
Indians? Bartholomew strained to catch a glimpse through the crowd, pushing up on his
toes, squeezing aview between the adultsin front of him.

They were gone by the time he got to the front of the small crowd, now thinning
out in the face of the closed doors in front of them. Disgppointed, Bartholomew turned
away and garted for the parish of La Magdaenawhere he lived with his mother | sabel
and three older ssters, Isabdllita, Cataling, and Mariana

He kicked a stone or two, walking and running as boys are wont to do, wondering
about the "Indians’ in Columbuss train. The only glimpse he caught was through the
crowd. Bartholomew saw something bright-- perhaps the bold blue feathers of native
Caribbean birds--on the shoulders of one of the Indians, but the image that claimed young
Bartholomew's mentd picture was not of brightness, but of sadness. Unlike proud
Spaniards, Bartholomew glimpsed a bowed back through the men and women pushing
each other for aview of the Admira and his Indians.

Sometimes we form an impression from but a flegting glance, apassing sound, a
momentary, ephemerd view that flashes before our eye. That image of the bowed back
guck in Bartholomew's mind as he wound his way through the narrow sireets of his
hometown, a place where proud and plumed knights on horseback were as common as
hooded Franciscan friars swinging perfumed smoking incense in the cool, cavernous
churches of the city. Mixed in with these images, the boy aso remembered the sad trail of
Jews--backs a so bowed--leaving their homeland lagt year.

Precisdly ayear ago, March 31, 1492, Isabelle and Ferdinand had signed an edict
expelling Jews from Spain. The decree was reveded in late April and thousands of
Spanish Jews--members of the Sephardic branch whose home had been in Spain since the
end of the ancient Roman empire amost a thousand years earlier--were given three
months to pack up their belongings and banished into exile Already lumped into specia
neighborhoods, forced to wear six-pointed star emblems on their right arms, and hounded
and persecuted by Chrigtian pogroms since the late fourteenth century, they packed up
their few beongings--for they could not take gold, silver, money, arms, or horses with
them:-and formed pitiful caravans heading for the ports of embarcation.

Bartholomew knew the Barrio Santa Cruz, Sevill€'s Jewish quarter, well, for he
often went there on hisfather's or uncle's business. It was crowded and the streets narrow,
but he enjoyed the movement, the noise, the dightly exctic, foreign tinge to this
community of outsderswithin the walls of the great Christian nation that was Spain.

But then last year by order of the Catholic Monarchs, they were expelled. He went
to the gates of the city where the melancholy column of Jews took leave of their homes,
their security, their place in life, and marched to the ships waiting for them down on the
River Guadaquivir to take them to North Africa, to Portugd, to Itdy, to Turkey, away
from Spain, into exile.

Later that summer, in June of 1492, Bartholomew accompanied his uncle Juan de
Pefidosato the smal coastd town of Paos on some royd business. Bartolomé was

2 phillips and Phillips, The Worlds of Christopher Columbus, p. 189.
3 Peggy K. Liss, Isabel the Queen: Life and Times (New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 262ff,
an excellent chapter devoted to the " The Expulsion of the Jews 1492."




getting old enough to be of use to hisfather and brothers. He could read and write, was
pretty good with numbers, sat a horse reasonably well, and was dways curious, asking

guestions, learning.

Pefid osawas charged by Isabelle and Ferdinand to compe the smdl but bustling
port of Palosto supply the Genoese navigator Christopher Columbus with two caravels
for hisforthcoming voyage. Pdoss men made therr living fishing and shipbuilding, and
they had strayed south of Cape Bojador on the African coast in search of the tunathat
fetched such good pricesin the Andalucian markets. The Portuguese complained and
Isabelle and Ferdinand dapped Paoswith afine for violation of aroya ordinance.
Pefia osa hel ped Columbus make that fine good, resulting in the addition of the famous
Nifia and Pinta to Columbuss smal expedition whose voyage changed the course of
world history.

Bartolomé discovered he liked traveling. It wasn't far asthe crow fliesfrom
Sevillawest to the little towns of Palos, Huelva, and Moguer al clustered in the same
river estuary emptying into the grest Atlantic Ocean. But it was an adventure for the city
boy. The sAlt air of the coadt itsalf wasinvigoraing and novel. Great swellsrolled in from
the Atlantic, findly crashing dong the empty beaches and marshes of the regionina
rolling, thunderous surf. There is something about ships and oceans that transports the
imaginaion. Smal boys and grown men can see distant shores and exctic landsin thelr
mind's eye with just awhiff of the seaand the Sght of shipsriding at anchor, perhaps
rocking gently in the midday breezes, creaking and groaning asis the wont of wooden



ships* What Bartolomé saw was asmall thriving port dive with curiosity about the
Genoese mariner's proposed voyage of exploration. However, it took some persuading,
on the part of his uncle, Columbus, and aloca shipowner and pilot, Martin Alonzon
Pinzdn, to put together the crew of ninety men. Going fishing was one thing. Heading
south to the Canaries and then due west into the unknown was quite another. But it was a
spirited and adventurous age.

There was no doubt that important things were hagppening in Spain during the
glorious reign of Isabella the Cathalic, but not al edified the boy Bartolomé. He
witnessed more of the Jewish emigresin May and June streaming into Sevillato board
the ships to take them into exile. Tired, worn down, some sick and dying aong the dusty,
hat highways of Andaucia, they were a pitiful lot. Many Chrigtians dong the way,
brokenhearted by the sght of the Jews, offered them succor and Baptism.

"Accept Christ friends, and you can stay. Y ou can return.”

Some Jews did, but most did not, wailing when they reached the ports and saw the
ships.

Something familiar struck Bartolomé as he caught a glimpse of Columbus on his
triumphant return through Seville ayear later with his smadl troup of Indiansin tow. They
too were bent at the shoulder. Were they broken like the Jews?

Bartolomé knew that his own family was descended in part from conversos,
Chrigtians who had earlier converted from Jewry. It did not seem important in the eyes of
aseven or eight-year old; grandparents and greet grandparents, after dl, were generdly
far removed from one's horizon. But, still, as he grew up, as he entered the Church, as he
studied canon and natura law, he grew more conscious of how diverse were these people
of hishomein Andducia Chrigians, conversos, Moors, mudgares (Moorsliving as
vassdsin Chrigtian states), moriscos (Moors converted to Christianity; aso known as
conversos), marranos (conversos suspected of continuing to secretly worship as Mudims
and Jews), and other terms that divided and subdivided the society he lived in.

But the temper of the times was not divison and subdivison. Isabelaand
Ferdinand were committed to union and orthodoxy and conformity as they centralized
power and contral in the dua monarchy they had established with their marriage. The
long campaign againg the Moorish kingdom of Granada, culminating with its capture in
1492, was but one gtrain of the Spanish temperament at the end of the fifteenth century. It
isworth exploring, even if only in a cursory manner, for Bartolomé de las Casas was
formed in these times, and he carried with him much of the enthusiasm, the passon, the
zed, and the samp of Spain into the New World.

The Spanish Temperament

What was the Spanish temperament in 14937 It isimportant to know, if we are to
place the boy Las Casas into the man's world he would soon grow into. My Webster's
defines "temperament” in many ways, but, for our purposes, we choose the first meaning,
"oné's cusomary frame of mind, or naturd dispogtion.”

Here we aso need to depart a bit from the rationale, scientific world we inhabit,
the one where we not only think we can predict what will happen and but dso anayze

% This section, largely imagined, but quite possible, put together from various sources, including Giménez
Fernandez, Liss, Phillips and Phillips.



dispassionately the world around us and behind us. In other words, we fed in control of
much of the natural world we inhabit, and are--superficidly a least--little influenced by

the spiritud or non-materia cosmos where faeries and spirits and myths and other
supernatural forces can and do determine our fortunes. Perhaps we are in control; perhaps
that isbut an illuson created by our scientific world. | am not here to argue the merits of
anatura, scientific, rationale view of the cosmos as opposed to one where forces beyond
our apparent control--God and gods, spirits and souls, witches and the occult--in fact
dictate our fortunes and our destinies. The first view is considered by many to be
"modern,” whilethe latter islabeled "traditiond” or "premodern.”

In the late fifteenth century, Las Casas was living in perhaps one of the most
interesting of dl times--the juncture of the premodern with modern times. Called the
Renaissance in Europe, the age combined much of the premodern concern with one's
spiritud life with the modern temper just evolving, characterized by the human ability to
understand and manipulate our world. For our purposes, as we focus on Spain, let us
emphasi ze the changes that were underway which combined dements of the premodern
with the modern, the spiritua with the naturd, the occult with the scientific, the past with
the future.

The long crusade--called the Reconquest--by Chrigtians to purge their homeand
of Moorsrises above dl other affairs that Spaniards focused on towards the end of the
fifteenth century. In 711 A.D. awave of Mudims--Syrians, Berbers, and Arabs--swept
across North Africa and then crossed the eight-and- a- hdf-mile rait dividing Africafrom
Europe. Led by Jebel-al-Tarik, these 12,000 worshippers of the prophet Mohammed were
the precursors of awave of Moors who soon conquered amost al of Iberia. Gibrdtar (the
mount of Tarik) till bears the imprint of thislong-ago invason.

For afew hundred years, an uneasy but prosperous peace ensued between
Chrigtians and Moors. Indeed, there occurred a bright center of civilization around the
cdiphate and city of Cdrdobain southern Spain that became the richest and most
powerful statein &l of Europe® Around the year 1000 A.D. the Reconquest of the
peninsula began, led by small Christian kingdoms in the north that had survived the
Moorish invasion.

The Reconquest stamped Spain inddibly with amartid culture. Thisis not the
time or place to chronicle the impressve other advances in culture made by Christians
and Moors--in the sudy of botany and medicine, in techniques of irrigetion, in the
building of libraries, in preserving and trandating the great works of the dlasscs, in
architecture, and in many other fashions, including, up to the fourteenth century at leest, a
remarkable religious toleration between Moors, Christians, and Jews.

By the time the boy Bartolomé reached adolescence, the Reconquest was in the
find act of returning dl Spain to Chrisgendom. After nearly five hundred years of
intermittent warfare, the only surviving Moorish kingdom was Granada on the
southeastern corner of the Iberian peninsula. Granada fdll in January, 1492.

But, before the Moorsinvaded Spain inthe 711 A.D., before the long Reconquest,
Spain had been Chrigtianized while still a Roman province. For the sources of Las
Casass Chrigtian life, we reach back into antiquity.

Chrigtian roots in Spain ran very deep, dl the way back to gpostolic times when
Peter, Paul, and the other disciplestook to the road to preach the Good News, or gospd,

® Following, Bradley Smith, Spain, A History in Art, pp. 58ff




of Jesus Chrigt. Legend hasit that St. James the Less, considered by many Chrigtians and
Spaniards to have been the brother of Chrigt, evangelized in Spain, then an integrd part
of the Roman Empire. Thereisno proof that he did. But, as we recdl the story of St.
James, or Santiago as he is known in Cadtilian Spanish, |et's remember that true or not,
the power of the belief, whether fact, myth or legend, was not necessarily imperiled by
empirica determination in the premodern age.

The young Las Casss, like dl Spaniards, was imbued with the idedl's of Santiago.
St. James, the brother of Jesus, died about 62 A.D. in Jerusalem, either stoned to death or
flung from a tower, depending on one's source, a martyr to Christendom. The other St
James, one of the twelve origind apostles and the son of Zebedee, was, on the other hand,
beheaded in 44 A.D. It was tough dedding for these early Chrigtiang! Their loydty to
their caling and courage would later inspire Las Casas and other missonariesin the
Indies.

Legend attributes atrip to Iberia, or Spain, before St. James the Lesswas
martyred in Jeruslem. According to some legends, it was the other James, the son of
Zebedee, who preached the Gospel in Spain for six years and then returned to Jerusalem
where he was beheaded by King Herod.® His followers enbamed him and transported
him across the full length of the Mediterranean, through the Rillars of Hercules (Straits of
Gibrdtar) and then up the Atlantic coast of |beriawhere they disembarked at the old
Roman port of Iria Flavia on the Galician coast. They carted Jamess body to Santiago
where he was buried. Chrigtians ceased making pilgrimages to his tomb when Roman
persecution heated up, and thence the burid site was lost and forgotten for centuries.

Thereisno evidence in the New Testament of Jamess evangelizing misson to
Spain. Thereisno evidence of his body being returned, buried, and turned into the Site of
early Chrigtian worship.

There ARE, on the other hand, some tantalizing clues that the gpostle Paul MAY
have actudly made a missionary journey to Iberia between 62-64 A.D. after a period of
imprisonment in Rome. Paul later assumes a position of high importance in Las Casas
defense of the American Indians, for Paul's evangelization of the gentiles and Greeks
throughout Asia Minor and Greece becomes amodel of peace and persuasion which Las
Casas attempts to replicate in the Indies.

. James next gppearsin Spain in the early ninth century when a hermit observed
abright sar each night shining over alonely oak tree on a hill, accompanied by cdedtid
music.” Loca dergy investigated and they found a tomb with three bodies, one of them
decapitated. An inscription announced this as the burid place of St. James. The King was
cdled. A church was built. Santiago de Campostello became one of the leading shrinesin
medieva Chrisendom (only Rome and Jerusadlem being more popular), the destination of
thousands of pilgrims over the years.

How Santiago's bones were miraculoudy transported from where he died in
Jerusdlem to Spain is a mystery. But they were. And soon Santiago appeared in battle
aongside Chrigian knights waging war againg the infidd Moors. Widding amighty

® Some from John A. Crow, Spain: The Root and the Flower: An Interpretation of Spainand the Spanish
People (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1985 [1963]), p. 83. Interpreters of the myth/legend of St.

James get a bit cloudy on WHICH James (the son of Zebedee or the brother of Jesus) came to Spain, but it
is enough to know that both James were Saints and among the A postles of the original Church.

| don't know what celestial music is either.




sword, Santiago evolved into the patron saint of Spain, a country whose people were
increesingly militant in their demeanor and orthodox in their faith by the time Bartolomé
de las Casas was born. For awarrior to be inducted into the knightly Order of Santiago
was to reach the apex of Spanish society at the end of the sixteenth century. There was
only one other avenue to such stature and eminence in Las Casas militant homeland. And
that was the Church.

What was the Church like in 1493? That is not a smple question. It has provoked
immensely diverse, complex, and sometimes contradictory answers that ecclesastics and
laymen have provided in hundreds and thousands of tracts, polemics, bulls, exegeses, and
books in the past five hundred years. Bartolomé would himself become part of the answer
as he grew to manhood, became a priest, and roared into the center of the debate on
Chrigtianity and the American Indians.

Profound changes were in store for Christianity during Las Casasslife. It isworth
noting that Las Casas was dmost an exact contemporary of the author of the Protestant
Reformation, Martin Luther, born in 1483 in Germany. Although there isno evidence
they ever met, their paths--as reformers and activists-- pardleled each other in important
ways as they went about God's business in the sixteenth century. But thet is anticipating
the story abit.

In 1493 Bartolomé was an dtar boy in hisloca parish church of San Savador and
asudent in the cathedra school of San Migud, reading holy Scripturein Latin with his
uncle Luis Pefidosa. Bartolomeé was learning to read and write Spanish with his mother
and ssters, but now he began to sudy Latin more formaly with his uncle in the school
adjoining the mighty Seville cathedrd. Bartolomé became as conversant and familiar
with Latin aswith his native Cadtilian. It would hold him in good stead. Not only did he
write some of his more famous tracts and polemicsin astrong, well congtructed Latin,
but he could converse easily in the language of the Church.

When Charles|, the grandson of Isabellaand Ferdinand, sent his Flemish
ministers to Spain decades later to assst him in governing the tiff-necked Cadtilians, the
few Spaniards, like Las Casas, who could converse in Latin made easy friends with the
Flemings who refused to talk in Cadtilian.

Bartolome's father, Pedro, sailed with Columbus to the Indiesin 1493 and did not
return until 1499. That was five long years without his dad. After school, the boy was
often down by the docks of the river, perhaps crossing the Guadalquivir to the
neighborhood of Triana, a community of seamen. There he could mix with the
shipbuilders, the caulkers, smell the scents of freshly-sawed timbers, hear the pounding
of nalls, fill his senseswith the pungent fumes of tars and pitch cooking in large vats, and
watch as ships, large and small, made their way in and out of the river docks and quays.

He was young enough to miss his father, waking up a night sometimes.

"Father? Father?' the boy could see his father running down the gangplank and taking
him into his arms, enfolded once morein trust, comforted by his father's embrace.

Y et aboy'slovefor hisfather grows dimmer with time, especidly an dosent one.
The emptinessin his heart is never totaly filled, but it is gradudly replaced. Bartolomés
dreams became a compound of ayearning to see or join hisdad in theidands but also to
excd in his sudies, encouraged by hisuncle, Luis, in reeding and Léatin. Thereisgold in
the Indies, but thereislifein Scripture. Bartolome was drawn to both, atrue child of the
Renai ssance where worldly and spiritual values contested for his soul.



At what point in a person's life does one make alifés commitment? Sometimes it
never comes, and oneis but a the mercy of fate and fortune. Sometimes it flasheslike
lightning on a summer's night, incandescent and ingantly life-changing. For most of us, it
isaseed that is planted in our heart or minds, and it dowly grows until one recognizes
the cdling on our lives. Bartolomé was drawn more and more to the church as he waited
for hisfather to return and took care of the quotidian requests of mother and sigters.
Could there be anything more important than on€'s eterna soul? The knowledge and
wisdom, the mystery and mercies of Chrigtianity dowly poured into the vessd that was
Bartolomé de las Casas these years. By the time he was ten or eleven, or about 1495 or
1496, he may have dready determined to enter into God's service.

His plate of questions seemed to grow as he read scripture and witnessed the
world around him. Chrigtian warriors strode over Moorish infidels. How did the way of
the sword reconcile with Christ's teaching of peace and forgiveness? Jewish friends
disappeared into exile, never to return, banished from their homeland. Where did they
belong? Was their persecution of Chrigt fifteen centuries earlier till to be held againgt
them? Where did the "Indians’ who followed Columbusin histrain go? Where did they
come from?

The certitude he found in the words of Scripture gave him some comfort and
Security, even asthe questions raised by the rapidly changing events of the naturd world
around him went sometimes unanswered, or, a the best, answered only unconvincingly.
In the Spanish church of histime, where the spiritua and tempord dimensions of the
faith were intimately entwined, he found ahome.

Why the Church? Perhaps the old snap back to a"why" question is valid. Why
not? It was hisunde Luis, the encouragement of learning and learning well; it was the
comfort of tradition and ceremony unchanging and seemingly unchanged since Chrig;
perhaps the sweet scents of incense, the roll of Latin off histongue, the hypnotic chants
from . Gregory, and, at the center of it dl, the Mass. He was drawn inexorably into the
world of the eternd faith.

At the center of church service was the Mass, or the sacrament of the Eucharist. A
few yearslater, anewly ordained priest--Las Casas himsdf--sang the first Mass of anew
priest in the Indiesin 1510. It was a holy moment for priest and celebrants, onethat is
fairly ample to describe but understood only with an amagam of faith and conviction.

Thereis amydery to the Mass that transcends human understanding. The
elements of bread and wine are supernauraly transformed (“transubgtantiation” is the
technicad term invented in the twelfth century to describe the process) into the body and
blood of Christ. They are the vehicles, or sacraments, by which the grace of God is then
imparted to the believers who partake of these sacraments. There are actually seven
sacraments recognized by the Church: baptism, confirmation, the eucharist (or Mass),
penance, extreme unction, ordination, and matrimony. All of these sacraments ether
were indtituted directly or indirectly by Christ or the gpostles. They not only represented
grace, but actively conferred grace on the believer. Without God's grace, one was
separated from God. The sacraments were central to the relationship between Jesus
Christ and his mystical body on earth, the Church.

Break the bond, deprive believers of the sacraments, and one was separated from
God. There were other ways that believers placed themselves beyond God's grace, and in



the conquest of the New World, Spaniards following Columbus practiced most of them,
inventing afew new twists dong the way.

In the world that Las Casas would soon play aleading role, the Church both
defended and attacked the Conquistadors. That struggle echoes today in our own debates
over right and wrong, morad and immord, truth and deception, justice and injustice, poor
and rich.

A church which enshrined piety and peace while at the same time hogting the
Inquigition prompts one to examine it more closaly. Like so much of the Renaissance, the
church represented an amalgam of extremes, a place where Las Casas found not only a
home, but amissonin life

The phrase " Church militant”" of Bartolomés time was no literary device to add
some adjectiva color to anoun. The church was at the forefront of the Reconquest,
warrior-priests not uncommon in the long history of expelling Moors. The desire to purge
Spain of unbdieversled in part to the expulsion of the Jewsin 1492 and later in 1502 to
thefind edict demanding that dl Moorsin Spain either convert to Chrigtianity or be
banished like the Jaws. There were other, powerful economic and politica streams
contributing to this growing age of intolerance and orthodoxy in the Spain of Las Casas's
time, but none so compelling as matters of faith. In other words, the advantages of
frontier warfare and conquest were measured not only in religious terms, but dso in
terms of captured booty, Saves, property, privileges, and honor.? Bartolome was drawn to
the Indies--hisfirst voyage in the fleet of 1502--by this mixture of the sacred and the
profane, the spiritud and the natura that marked his age. In this he was not unusud. The
Admird of the Ocean Sea hmsdf, Christopher Columbus, combined in his character
extremes of materidism and spiritudity that frequently confounded and irritated his
contemporaries and produced intense controversy among his modern interpreters.

Bartolomé eventualy became involved in his adult life in one of the mogt intense
controverses in Chrigtian history, the definition of man and the framing of human rights
in the context of the discovery and conquest of the New World. Hisrole in this great epic
was sguardly from within the church. So, in one fashion, the church formed Las Casss,
for he derived much of hisingpiration from its precepts and character. In his writings and
actions, he later imparted much to the church's nature, leaving as degp amark on the
church asthe church did on his early formation.

In the center of the church of Las Casas's adolescence and early manhood stood
an extraordinary man, Francisco Jmeénez de Cisneros. He led the Spanish church into a
period of intense reform and renewd that gave the church anew vitdity a the dawn of
the Spanish conquest of the Indies. He also presided over the Inquisition, one of the most
dramdtic, brutal, and intolerant manifestations of the church that continues to fascinate us
today.

Cisneros (1436-1517) was born of minor nobility and was educated &t the famed
medieva University of Sdamancain law and theology.® His father, like at least one of

8 See Stanley G. Payne, A History of Spain and Portugal (2 vols.; Madison, Wisconsin: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1973), I, pp. 205ff, for example, for a discussion of some of these other political and
economic motives.

® This section on Cisneros and the Inquisition drawn from Walker and Norris, A History of the Christian
Church, pp. 400ff, Payne, A History of Spain and Portugal, |., pp. 214ff, Liss, |sabel the Queen, pp. 312ff,
Crow, Spain, pp. 148, and some other readings.
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L as Casas grandparents, was a conver so, a curious note in the persond histories of so
many Spaniards who avidly supported the expulson of the Jews and the actions of the
Inquisition. Cisneros turned into an extremely able administrator and preacher under
Pedro Gonzdlez de Mendoza, bishop of Siguenza. Then in 1484 Cisneros renounced his
places of honor and privilege and became a Franciscan of the strictest observance,
entering an austere, remote monastery. He took on, in fact, the way of life of an extreme
ascetic, adopting ahermit'slife, wearing a hairshirt, scourging himsdlf regularly, and
devating himsdf to alife of prayer, meditation, fasting, and devotion to the life of the
gpirit. Although not quite as extreme in his devotion to asceticism, Las Casas would
undergo asimilar experience in 1522 when he became a Dominican monk and retired to
the remote north shore of the idand of Santo Domingo.1°

In Cisnerass behavior we witness an example of the reform movement that was
dowly transforming the Spanish Catholic church from one of greed, corruption, sexud
license, and worldliness to an inditution more faithful to the founding precepts of
Chridianity. Y et, however much Cisneros tried to avoid the world, the world took notice
of him.

Queen Isabdla gppointed him as her private confessor in 1492 soon after the fall
of Granada. Cisneros ressted, but the cdl to duty was strong. He agreed, but only if he
could continueto live in his cell, coming out only when caled by the Queen. His high
intelligence, astute judgements, and absolute incorruptibility and asceticism persuaded
Isabella to appoint him Archbishop of Toledo and primate of Spain in 1495, much against
the friar's protests.

In their eagerness to reform the church and unite the country, Isabelle and
Ferdinand established the Spanish branch of the Inquisition in 1478 with the permission
of the Pope, Sixtus V. Thefirg trid, auto de fe (act of faith), was held in Bartolome's
hometown of Sevillein early 1481. Sx men and women were convicted of secretly
practicing the Jewish faith, or judaizing, and they were burned at the stake. The Spanish
Inquisition was underway. Later in hislife Bartoloméwould get embroiled in
Inquigitorid palitics, and he himsdf dmost became the target of the Inquisitors. But
more of thet later. Why the Inquisition did not lay hands on Las Casas will tell usas
much about the ingtitution as about the man.

Indeed. Why the Inquisition? The question has been rolled around for aslong as it
exiged. The last victim was executed in 1826, but twentieth century killing machines,
such as Germany under Adolph Hitler, have invarigbly invited comparisons, no matter
how far fetched. Torture was regularly employed to extract confessions. Denunciations
and evidence were presented in secret. Cardinal Cisneros himsalf became Inquisitor-
Generd for awhile, even while leading the church through a period of reform and
renaissance in humanigtic learning. Autos de fe occurred regularly in Seville as
Bartolomeé grew up. He learned firgt hand how religious fanaticism and intolerance were
made manifest. Perhaps the experience of witnessing heretics and conversos caught upin
the web of secret denunciations, quick trids, and of flesh burning at the stake at the
quemadero persuaded him in part to take up the defense of the Indians.

10 Liss quotes Peter Martir on Cisneros's decision: "Fearing the inconstancy of the world and the snares of
the Devil, he abandoned everything in order not to become caught up in pernicious gratifications and
delights." P. 312.



The Inquisition has become synonymous with injustice and intolerance gone
beserk, but, in the context of late Medievd Spain, it fit quite naturdly, if certainly not
comfortably, especidly for thoseit tried and sentenced! 1t was born of an amagam of
religious, political, and economic determinants, and thrived under the sponsorship of
|sabelle and Ferdinand who viewed it as atool of enhancing roya authority in the land.
When they established the Inquisition, they made it dependent upon royal, not papal
authority. They used it not only to root out heretics--the principal targets of the
Inquisition--but aso to their economic and politica benefit. The condemned property of
convicted heretics sivelled royd coffers, while politicaly the Inquisitors exdted royd
authority over nobles and townships attempting to preserve their ancient liberties. The
Inquisition thus becomes, in thislight, atool of the royd unification of Spain.

If we view the Inquistion uncriticaly, it comes off not only as extremdy
intolerant and orthodox, but also as nearly monoalithic and awesome in its power.
Everyone cowered when the Inquisitors announced anew auto defe in Sevilla, or Toledo,
or Cadiz. Not so. Many marranos and conversos, the principd targets, fought back. They
were often backed by the nobility. In Cordoba, the Inquisitor Genera was thrown out on
one occasion, while in Saragossa, an Inquisitor was murdered before the dtar.

| sabella brooked no such impudence and chdlenge to royd authority, and, of
course, to her determination to ensure the fiddlity of al new Chrigtiansin Spain, whether
they be Jews or Moors, who, recall, were forced to convert after 1502, and became
MOriSCoS.

"The story was told,” observed Peggy Liss, "that in 1498 Isabd, on hearing that a
conver so was resisting expulson from the prestigious Col egio de San Bartoloméin [the
University of] Sdamanca, which had indtituted a statute of purity of blood, responded, if
he will not leave by the door, throw him out the window!"**

Cisneros tried some dightly less subtle ways of inducing orthodoxy. He offered
Moors of Granada, between 1492 and 1502, expensive giftsif they came forward to be
baptized. Many did, and as the word got around, even the common people came forward
in large numbers.

"On one occasion,” wrote John Crow, "'so many hundreds assembled thet it was
necessary to baptize them with water flung from an immense mop twirled above the
heeds of the multitude? Later on similar sceneswould take place in the Indies,
thousands upon thousands of Indians being baptized with only the flimsiest sense of what
Chridtianity meant.

One, however, does not often associate a light sense of humor with the
Inquisition. When the converson processin Granada staled, Cisneros increasingly
pressured the Moors and they revolted in 1499-1500. The revolt was suppressed and the
expulsion edict of 1502 followed. Coincidentally, Bartolomé sailed for the Indiesfor the
first time that year, opening avista that transformed the young man. After 1502, there
were only "Chrigians' in Spain, but the Inquisition continued to prosper throughout the
Sixteenth century, as much atool of roya authority as an enforcer of rdigious
conformity.

M | iss, |sabel, p. 321, quoting Albert A. Sicroff, Los estatutos de limpieza de sangre. Controversias entre
lossiglos xv y xvi (rev. ed., Madrid, 1985), p. 122.
12 Crow, Spain, p. 148.
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Cisneros d 0 presided over atime of reform and renewa of the church. In 1499,
the Pope approved the Crown's petition to reform al the mendicant orders, a process
Cisneros had dready initiated within the mendicant Franciscans. The papd license gave
the Crown extengive power to purge the church of the venery, corruption, and worldliness
that had come to characterize the clergy. For example, concubinage had long been
accepted practice among Spanish priests.

Priests mistresses, barraganas, were common. And priests, exposed to so many
women in the course of their churchly duties, acquired unsavory reputations of
scounderels and libertines. Pomp, ceremony, power were al associated with
ecclesadtica authority. Cisneros waged an intensive campaign especidly againgt
concubinage. Reputedly hundreds of huffy friars emigrated from Andauciato Morrocco
rather than give up their concubines. Virtue and chastity were, however, only inculcated
dowly. Archbishop Deza of Sevillain 1512 asked the clergy to & least refrain from
attending the weddings of their grown children and from deeding property to concubines
as an outward demonstration of reform. ™

In the fidd of learning, Cisneros founded the University of Alcaade Henaresin
1508, and patronized schools of higher educeation at Vdladolid and Avilaaswell. Alcda
de Henares rapidly became the center of humanistic studies in Spain. Perhaps the greatest
achievement--from the Christian and scholarly point of view--was Cisneross sponsorship
of the first Polyglot Bible, a criticd edition of both the Old and New Testaments of the
Bible,

The Old Testament was presented in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin while the New
Testament appeared in Greek and Latin. A group of scholars at Alcalaworked for fifteen
years on this massive, six-volumed edition which first gopeared in 1517. Although a
Greek edition of the Biblefirst gppeared in Basdl in 1516, produced by the Dutch
humanis Erasmus, the "Polyglot Bible of Alcad' wasthefirg critica edition in many
languages and marked a high point of humanigtic learning in Spain. Eventudly, the
theology of S. Thomas Aquinas was given new impulse by these intellectual endeavors
sponsored by Cisneros. Las Casas, as he matured and took on the cause of the American
Indians, drew deeply from the study and publication of these sources of ecclesastica and
canon authority (the Bible and Christendom's interpreters) given momentum by Cisneros.

We have moved dightly beyond 1493 in describing the " Spanish Temperament”
which swadled the young Bartolomé growing up in Sevillein the late fifteenth century.

To say it was a heady time may be understatement. We are used to rapid changesin our
way of lifein the twenty-first century. Technologica and scientific frontiers move so
quickly that we hardly have time to St till and contemplate our very lives and their
meanings.

In the Spain of the turn of the fifteenth century, Bartolome witnessed an equa
aray of life-changing circumstances, athough they did not come with the lightning speed
we are accustomed to today. The church, keeper of eterna wisdom and verities, was
changing. The new Inquisition rooted out heretics and kept the populace entertained with
trials and executions that titillated the masses. Meanwhile, reformers like Cardind
Cisneros and Queen Isabelle struck at the clergy's habits of corruption and venery,
provoking a rededication to study, chagtity, poverty (in the case of the Orders), and
gpiritud growth. Las Casas found not only a physical homein the church, and later in the

13 Crow, Spain, p. 206.
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Dominican order, but an intellectua and spiritual atmosphere congenid to his nature. As
we will see below, he thrived within the discipline of the church, dthough perhaps "love'
was not the paramount principle he manifested in his long life. He would most certainly
not have made alibertine, wordly priest of the type which so populated Spain at the time.
On the other hand, he did embrace the virtues exemplified by his Dominican and
Franciscan magters. Although he only met Cardina Cisneros late in the greeat
Archbishop's life, and got on the cross side of the dying Cisnerosin 1516, Las Casasfitin
well in to the reforming Cathalic church. He later even found some intellectual support in
the writings of another greet reformist churchman of the times, Martin Luther.

So, we return to the boy growing up in Sevillein the 1490s. Although he didn't
know it yet, he belonged to "Generation C," the conquistadors of the world Columbus
had just recently discovered. Bartolome was still ayoung sevillano, little traveled, but
dready witnessto the final reconquest of the Moors, the expulsion of the Jaws, the return
of the Admird of the Ocean Sea himsdlf, the drama of the autos de fe asinquisitors and
conversos squared off in spirituad warfare. Dramatic trids, penitentid victims paraded
through the streetsin coned hats and hoods, burnings, the arrival and departure of ships
from the docks of Seville and Triang, learning Latin with hisuncle, waiting for news of
hisfather off with Columbus on his second voyage, playing with hisfriends, ligening as
his older ssters and mother spoke of the things of their world, of babies and breads,
needles and threads.

Las Casas |eft us precious little in his monumenta outpouring of writing over the
course of hislife on his childhood. Perhaps he thought it unimportant in the grand scheme
of things. We can imagine a serious, somber boy of thirteen or so in 1498, waiting for the
arriva of the ships coming up the Guaddquivir River, newly returned from the Indies.
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