
Serape Spirituality
In Guanajuato, God gets a makeover.

Sacred Journeys:

By Louisa Rogers
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Fifteen years ago, my husband Barry and I 
bought a home in Guanajuato, a town in 
the colonial highlands of Mexico, where we 

live part time. I expected to enjoy the city’s color, 
vibrancy, and warmth, but I had no idea that living 
here would transform my experience of the sacred.

Mexico was not my first exposure to other cultures 
or faiths. Thanks to my father’s work in the U.S. 
Foreign Service, my family lived in several different 
countries, attending whatever English-speaking 
church existed where we lived: Presbyterian, 
Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopal.

No matter where we worshipped, the God of my 
childhood was a remote, shapeless figure. I’d stare up 
at the high ceilings and vast church walls, wondering 
where he (always a he!) was hiding. Was God in an 
executive leather chair lurking behind the organ pipes? 
Why didn’t he just come out and hang with us? I felt a 
bit lonely—I couldn’t smell, hear, or touch him. 

Although I didn’t warm much to these churches, 
my itinerant childhood did give me a deep 

appreciation for different faith traditions. This has 
become even stronger since living in Guanajuato, 
where I’ve grown to delight in the rich brew of 
Catholicism, indígena (Native) elements, ritual, 
mysticism, festivity, and community. 

Holy landscapes
Unlike in the U.S., most Mexican churches stay 

open much of the day. I love to sit among the statues 
and icons, soaking up the atmosphere and scribbling 
in my journal, while I watch the elderly women 
tirelessly sweeping the tile floors or changing the 
flowers. In many of the churches, a narrow internal 
balcony runs along the walls near the ceiling. I often 
look up and trace the line of the balcony to its end, 
imagining myself a little girl lying up there, unseen, 
peeking down through the fluted columns at the 
worshippers below.

Guanajuato is known for its stone Baroque 
churches, built by silver mining barons in the 1700s. 
During a recent visit to the Templo de Mellado, Barry 



and I explored the sun-splashed garden of the ruined 
cloister, where crumbling sandstone walls surround 
uncut patches of grass and scattered stone benches. 
I wandered from bench to nook, wall to column, 
steeped in the neglected beauty of the place. Below us 
lay our city with its tightly wedged houses the color 
of watermelon and tangerine, ringed by hills dotted 
with white crosses.

As we entered the cool gloom of the church, the 
leathery-skinned caretaker beckoned us over to a life-
size statue of Jesus and reverently lifted the back of 
his robe to show us the skeleton beneath. “Los huesos 
de Cristo,” he whispered. The bones of Christ. I felt 
like I had stepped into a magic realism novel. 

Did the caretaker really expect me to believe these 
are the bones of Christ? He might! I’m never sure in 
Mexico because the culture here embraces ambiguity 
and uncertainty, an attitude that has helped me relax. 
I feel less need now to define my beliefs so precisely. 
It’s enough to appreciate. 

Not far from Mellado, the Templo de Cata is 
known for its tiny chapel, a kind of Latino Western 
Wall. People write notes addressed to the local saint, 
Señor de Villaseca, making requests and expressing 
gratitude, regret, hope, and celebration. My skeptical 
self would once have dismissed these notes as silly, 
but after my sister died, I wrote el Señor to ask him 
to help my niece and nephew recover from the loss 
of their mother. Ever since then, I have always left a 
note—in Spanish, of course, as a sign of respect.

ceremony and ritual
Like the U.S., Mexico officially maintains a 

separation between church and state, but the gulf 
between the secular and the spiritual does not seem 
as wide. Images of the sacred show up in unexpected 
places. As I wander along the serpentine alleys of 

our city, I often come across a small altar, a hidden 
chapel, or a colorful mural of Mary of Guadalupe, 
the patron saint of Mexico.

Every December 12, el Día de la Virgen, people 
celebrate Guadalupe, bringing baskets of fruit, bread, 
and flowers to the Guadalupe Church. Some shuffle 
on their knees across the hard tiles of the church 
floor. I cannot take my eyes off them—the intensity of 
their faith touches me deeply.

One afternoon at a church on a hill in the city 
of Zacatecas, Barry and I watched as a mother and 
daughter in a pew in front of us spontaneously broke 
into song. I felt a holy shiver run through me.

Making an exuberant show of one’s faith once 
seemed boorish and undignified to me. But I’ve come 
to appreciate how Mexicans unabashedly chant, 
sing, kneel, crawl, cross themselves when they pass a 
church, and stroll around town with ashes on their 
foreheads on Ash Wednesday. I still don’t crawl on 
my knees across church floors, but I am stirred in the 
presence of faith, even when it is not my own. 

el día de los muertos 
When I was 25, I lost my mother and my teenage 

brother Jay within four months. This harrowing time 
changed the axis of my family forever. My grief was 
compounded by an acute sense of loneliness. I lived 
far from my father and sisters, and no one I knew 
had experienced a death in their family, let alone two. 
Even today, more than 40 years later, tears still spring 
to my eyes occasionally when I think of that era. But 
thanks to el Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), I 
no longer feel lonely.

Mexicans grieve, of course, but they also laugh at 
death and take it less seriously. Masks of grinning 
skulls and other imagery Westerners would see as 
ghoulish abound here. Mexicans remember their 
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dead in a very public way, gathering to celebrate their 
loved ones on a specific day. The effect of a designated 
day when everyone in the community gathers for this 
purpose seems to help soften the grief. 

El Día de los Muertos is an official holiday in Mexico. 
On the nights of October 30 and 31, the streets are 
busy and festive. Vendors line the sidewalks, selling 
miniature hard-sugar fruits and vegetables to be placed 
on altars, along with photos, flowers, and other objects 
that reflect their loved ones, including miniature cups 
of coffee, tiny bottles of tequila, and cigarettes. The idea 
behind this is that the dead are coming back to visit, so 
of course, you want to be hospitable and provide their 
favorite foods.

Not only does every home have an altar, but so do 
government buildings, universities, offices, shops, 
libraries, restaurants, and museums. One year, we visited 
the city cemetery, where we found families gathered at 
grave sites—some praying, some singing, others quiet. 
Children, normally rowdy in Mexico, were noticeably 
calm. We joined some families sitting on the grass under 
a tree. Watching, listening, remembering tenderly. Their 
deaths, our deaths. 

tHe ‘tHin place’
I once agreed with my mother-in-law that “ruins were 

just piles of old rocks,” but after years of living with a man 
who loves the magic and mystery of ancient archeological 
sites, I have gradually become a lover of ruins too. The 
ancient sites in the land of the Maya, the Aztec, and the 
Olmec offer a unique kind of enchantment, harmonizing 
beautifully with the surrounding landscape. Although 
built by humans, they feel as natural as trees and flowers.

One late afternoon, Barry and I were sitting on the 
grass behind Becán, a ruin in the Yucatán. We were 
resting after clambering up and down all the many steep 
steps like 8-year-olds, checking out every nook and 

passageway. As I gazed at the enormous, multilayered 
rock structure in its entirety, backlit by the late-afternoon 
sun, I wondered what stories lay embedded between 
those stones. I felt a sense of place greater than the sum 
of its crumbling, rocky parts. A dreamlike sense of 
timelessness came over me as I soaked in the beauty of 
the ruin and surrendered to it.

I always read the history and data displayed, but I 
don’t retain the information. For me the majesty of ruins 
lies not only in their physical beauty, but also in their 
evocation of the ancients. Human beings just like us 
actually lived, ate, worked, played, and even sometimes 
got sick in these places. They made love, had babies, and 
raised children. 

Ruins are for me what the Celts call a “thin place,” 
where the boundaries between worlds disappear and the 
gap between the spiritual and secular narrows. Especially 
today, in our hard, clashing era, they bring me a sense of 
comfort and hope. Despite the violent histories contained 
within them, these ruins have endured for centuries—and 
so maybe we will too.

 
When I was a child, looking up at those high church 
ceilings, I was seeking an intimacy and tenderness 
with God that I didn’t feel. Thanks to Mexico, God 
isn’t in hiding anymore. She’s everywhere—cavorting 
in the ruins with me, peeking down at the masses 
from the church balconies, reading our notes on 
the Templo de Cata wall. She’s in the alcoves, in the 
murals, and in the altars and cemeteries. 

I’ve been offered a sense of the sacred here that I’ve 
welcomed with joy, one filled with contrasts: ancient 
yet fresh, childlike yet wise, playful yet reverent. These 
seeming contradictions are threaded together into a 
harmonious whole, just like Mexico’s colorfully woven 
serape blankets, wrapping me with comfort, protection, 
and peace. 


