



[image: images]






A Stumbling Block


Mariano Delgado




 


 


Dominican Series


The Dominican Series is a joint project by Australian Dominican women and men and offers contributions on topics of Dominican interest and various aspects of church, theology and religion in the world.


Series Editors: Mark O’Brien OP and Gabrielle Kelly OP


  1. English for Theology: A Resource for Teachers and Students, Gabrielle Kelly OP, 2004.


  2. Towards the Intelligent Use of Liberty: Dominican Approaches in Education, edited by Gabrielle Kelly OP and Kevin Saunders OP, 2007.


  3. Preaching Justice: Dominican Contributions to Social Ethics in the Twentieth Century, edited by Francesco Campagnoni OP and Helen Alford OP, 2008.


  4. Don’t Put Out The Burning Bush: Worship and preaching in a Complex World, edited by Vivian Boland, 2008.


  5. Bible Dictionary: Selected Biblical and Theological Words, Gabrielle Kelly OP in collaboration with Joy Sandefur, 2008.


  6. Sunday Matters A: Reflections on the Lectionary Readings for Year A, Mark O’Brien OP, 2010.


  7. Sunday Matters B: Reflections on the Lectionary Readings for Year B, Mark O’Brien OP, 2011.


  8. Sunday Matters C: Reflections on the Lectionary Readings for Year C, Mark O’Brien OP, 2012.


  9. Scanning the Signs of the Times: French Dominicans in the Twentieth Century, Thomas F O’Meara OP and Paul Philibert OP, 2013.


10. From North to South: Southern Scholars Engage with Edward Schillebeeckx, edited by Helen F Bergin OP, 2013.


11. The ABC of Sunday Matters, Mark O’Brien OP, 2013.


12. Restoring the Right Relationship: The Bible on Divine Righteousness, Mark O’ Brien OP, 2014.


13. Dominicas and Human Rights: Past, Present, Future, edited by Mike Deeb OP and Celestina Veloso Freitas OP, 2017


14. Promise of Renewal: Dominicans and Vatican II, edited by Michael Attridge, Darren Dias OP, Matthew Eaton and Nicolas Olkovich, 2017.


 


 


Disclaimer:


Views expressed in publications within the Dominican Series do not necessarily reflect those of the respective Congregations of the Sisters or the Province of the Friars.




A Stumbling Block


Bartolomé de Las Casas as Defender of the Indians


Mariano Delgado


Translated by Martha M Matesich


[image: pub]




Text copyright © 2017 remains with the authors the collection with the publishers


All rights reserved. Except for any fair dealing permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this book may be reproduced by any means without prior permission. Inquiries should be made to the publisher.


Cover design by Myf Cadwallader


Text:   Minion Pro size 10 &11


Layout by Extel Solutions


ISBN:  978-1-925612-73-8  soft


978-1-925612-74-5  hard


978-1-925612-75-2  epub


Published by:


[image: cpy]


An imprint of the ATF Press Publishing


Group owned by ATF (Australia) Ltd.


PO Box 504


Hindmarsh, SA 5007


ABN 90 116 359 963


www.atfpress.com


Making a lasting impact




Introduction


 


Bartolomé de Las Casas (1484–1566), a Dominican and bishop called ‘a credit to humanity’ by the Chilean Nobel Prize winner for literature, Gabriela Mistral, wrote the first missiological treatise and the first ethnology in comparative religion and culture of the modern era, in addition to works on history and international law, memorials and letters. In these writings he treated almost all the questions raised by the first globalization of the world in the Age of Discovery. He defended peaceful evangelisation, the unity of humankind, and the rights of the indigenous peoples, as well as the dignity and logic of their religions and cultures. A Christian like Bartolomé de Las Casas, who, in the face of the combination of missionary work and colonialism, understood Christianity as ‘a message of freedom’ and as ‘a liberating force’—that is, as the religion of the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:10) who came ‘that they may have life, and have it abundantly’—who loved the truth, who had compassion with the suffering of others and showed mercy, and who experienced a hunger and thirst for justice, such a Christian is, as we confront the second globalization, our contemporary.


Las Casas, feeling a ‘moral uneasiness’ at the sight of the injustice and suffering that hurt the weakest most, understood the church as a ‘guardian of justice which does not tolerate injustice in herself or in others’. His ‘indignation’, following in the tradition of the ‘revolt of conscience’ of the Dominicans in the tiny church of Santo Domingo in Advent of 1511, belongs to those events of world history that we should keep alive forever in our collective memory. Las Casas and the Dominicans show us that a ‘prophetical Christianity’ belongs to the indispensable spiritual roots of our civilization. Today this ‘moral uneasiness’ must be deepened among Christians in particular who are to bear witness to the ‘messianic program’ of Christ proclaimed in the synagogue of Nazareth (cf Lk 4:18f): ‘According to the words once written in the prophecy of Isaiah, this program consisted in the revelation of merciful love for the poor, the suffering and prisoners, for the blind, the oppressed and sinners’ (Dives in misericordia 8).


Bartolomé de Las Casas has become an important figure in the history of the church and of humanity and in the history of literature and of art. Las Casas, who called himself ‘a Christian, a religious, a bishop, a Spaniard’ (Las Casas, In Defense, 21)—note the sequence—is above all else, however, a ‘prophet’ in the biblical sense of the word: one called by God who persistently—conveniently as well as inconveniently—reminds his contemporaries of the demands of the word of God in the face of the injustice which causes the suffering and misery of one’s neighbor. Many such witnesses have been officially recognized and canonized by the church. Others, though, have been covered with the cloak of slander to this day; they are still waiting for us to muster the courage to pull off this cloak and to incorporate their irksome witness into the prophetic tradition of the Church.


I would like to thank Ms Martha M Matesich for the English translation and Mr Hilary Regan, director of the ATF Limited/ATF Press, for including this slim volume in their publishing program. The book is dedicated to the memory of those courageous Christians from the Order of Preachers who, in the past 800 years—similar to Bartolomé de Las Casas—have proclaimed the Gospel as good news for the poor and have discerned their hunger and thirst for justice.


Fribourg, Easter 2017


Mariano Delgado



Translator’s note:


This book has been written for a wider audience and thus contains as few references as possible. If the texts of Las Casas quoted by the author in German are available in English translations, then these English translations have been used. Quotations not found in the English translations of Las Casas’ works have been translated from the German texts as they appear in the German edition of this book. These texts can be found either in the four-volume German collection of Las Casas’ writings, Bartolomé de Las Casas, Werkauswahl (abbreviated WA) or in the Spanish-Latin edition of the complete works of Las Casas, Obras completas (abbreviated OC). All sources appear in parentheses directly following the quotations or references and include the abbreviations WA or OC followed by the volume number and page number or, alternatively, the name of the author, the abbreviated book title, and the page references. Quotations from non-English books have been translated from the German. A complete list of all the works appears at the end of the book. Bible passages, other than those quoted in a Las Casas’ text, have been taken from the New Revised Standard Version.


Since all the English translations of Las Casas’ works and much of the secondary literature use the term ‘Indian’ for the indigenous peoples of the Americas, this term is also used consistently throughout this book. Most of the secondary literature uses the term ‘memorial’ for the memoranda written by Las Casas and by others which were addressed to the king or the councils and often included petitions or a remonstrance. For this reason the term is also used here. The following Spanish expressions appear frequently in the German original and are common in English books on the Age of Discovery:




encomienda: an allotment of a certain area of land and the granting of the right to Indian labor; the grantee was responsible, though often only in theory, for paying the Indians for their services and for their catechization and welfare encomendero: the holder of an encomienda.





I would like to thank Margarethe Helmer and Mickey Edwards for editing my English translation. Their corrections and suggestions have greatly improved the readability of the English text.


Martha M Matesich




Chapter 1


Conversion and Spirituality


 



Born in Seville



We know little about the childhood and adolescent years of Bartolomé de Las Casas. What did he do and where did he live before his arrival in Santo Domingo in 1502? Today it is assumed that he was born in Seville in 1484 (and not in 1474), probably on the Feast of St Martin (November 11). He was thus a nine-year-old child when he first saw the Indians and the exotic birds which Columbus had brought back after his first voyage; and Las Casas was eighteen years old when he set sail for the New World to accept the inheritance of his father in Hispaniola who, together with Las Casas’ uncle, had gone there on the second voyage of Columbus in 1493 to seek his fortune. Later Las Casas wrote that in that year of 1493 he had seen many new things in Seville ‘which one had never seen or heard of before in Spain’ (OC 4: 829).


Seville was the port of departure and port of destination during the first centuries of the discovery, conquest and evangelization of the New World. We can assume that the young Bartolomé saw the ships put to sea and dock and that he also dreamt of the New World, especially after his father had brought him a young Indian as a present. By order of Queen Isabella, this youth was returned to the Caribbean in 1500 along with the other slaves Columbus had abducted. But we can see in this relationship of the young Bartolomé with an Indian the stirring of his sympathy for the peoples of the New World.


Some authors, in a derogatory undertone, dismiss Las Casas as an ‘autodidact’. As a matter of fact, we hardly know anything about his studies before he entered the Dominican order in 1522. The main thing is that his knowledge of Latin (he frequently wrote Spanish with a Latin syntax) and of both Roman and Canon law, as well as his humanistic culture and common sense equipped him to give outstanding responses to the questions arising from the Spanish expansion.


Las Casas grew up in a Spanish context which, since the conquest of Granada and the discovery of the New World (1492), had its center of gravity in the south and was opened up toward the Atlantic. The axis of history had rotated, as if through divine providence, and Spain had now been called to lead—and was ready to lead! After the events of 1492 it seemed that an actual translatio imperii, a transfer of imperial power to Spain, had occurred. It suffices here to quote a statement made in 1499 by Antonio de N(L)ebrija (1442–1522), the humanist and imperial chronicler of Ferdinand the Catholic: ‘Corresponding to the movement of the heavens, all empires and monarchies began in the East, migrated across India and the Assyrians, then through Greece and Italy to the West, where they came to a halt.’


Nebrija (1499, Prologue to his Gramática) did not make this statement without good reason; he wanted to claim the leadership role in Christianity for the Catholic kings of Spain whose wonderful empire was something new, something which had never existed before. In 1509 he explicitly stressed that, although the title of emperor was in German hands, the imperial power was de facto in the hands of the Spanish kings who, after they had already become the rulers of large parts of Italy and the Mediterranean islands, were now proceeding to carry the fighting to Africa. They had also already reached the islands bordering on India, the so-called ‘New World’, by having their fleets set sail towards the west, following the movement of the heavens. It was in this imperial, yet simultaneously egalitarian Spain where, according to the motto plus ultra, anything seemed possible if one were courageous enough and where everyone, whether a second Agamemnon or his swineherd, considered himself capable of ruling the world, that Bartolomé de Las Casas grew up. Here his childhood dreams were nourished before he sailed to the New World.



It all began with a prophetic sermon



In 1502 Las Casas came to the New World to take possession of his father’s estate. During the years that followed he was a gold prospector and encomendero (slaveholder). After his ordination in 1507 he was also chaplain to the Spanish soldiers and settlers, first on the island of Hispaniola (today Haiti and the Dominican Republic) and then, beginning in 1512, in Cuba where he participated in its conquest. At the portentous age of thirty he found himself in a situation like Dante’s, that is ‘in a dark wood, where the straight way was lost’ (The Divine Comedy, Canto 1). He had been baptised, indeed ordained a priest, and had, as he put it, a ‘compassionate heart’ (WA 2: 262); nevertheless, like so many ‘professional’ Christians, he had not been converted. He thought he believed, and yet he had not discovered the center of faith, that practiced and not merely professed unity of love of God and love of neighbor—that unity of love which, as is well known, is embodied in the law, the prophets and Jesus’ message about the kingdom of God. Until then he had not asked himself the decisive question of who was to be his neighbor on his West-Indian journey through life, the journey on which, in the end, his eternal salvation was at stake: the fellow believer and compatriot, which seemed to most people then, and seems to most of us now, to go without saying, or also—indeed ‘first and foremost’—the stranger, the one who suffers or is poor, the victim of every age par excellence beyond these all too human affiliations.
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Las Casas holds out the cross to Cortés, the conqueror of Mexico, in order to ward him off, while the Indians find refuge with him; detail of a fresco by Diego Rivera in the National Palace of Mexico (reproduced in WA 3/2: 64).





And yet in this dark wood, in this dark night of his soul, the light of salvation, the bright spray of the warm messianic stream of his faith tradition reached him. He himself tells us how he began ‘to meditate on some passages of Sacred Scripture’ (Las Casas, Indian Freedom, 152) while preparing his Pentecost sermon in Cuba in 1514 and how he was irrevocably moved by these words from the Book of Sirach, 34:21–27:
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Map of the Island of Hispaniola, today Haiti and the Dominican Republic (source: G. B. Ramusio, Terzo volume della navigazione e viaggi, Venice: Nella stamperia de’ Giunti, 1565).







If one sacrifices ill-gotten goods, the offering is blemished; the gifts of the lawless are not acceptable. The Most High is not pleased with the offerings of the ungodly, nor for a multitude of sacrifices does he forgive sins. Like one who kills a son before his father’s eyes is the person who offers a sacrifice from the property of the poor. The bread of the needy is the life of the poor; whoever deprives them of it is a murderer. To take away a neighbor’s living is to commit murder; to deprive an employee of wages is to shed blood.





Like St Augustine and St Francis before him, the compassionate Las Casas now read the Bible as an exhortation to convert. What does it mean ‘for me here and now’? He thus began ‘to reflect on the misery, the forced labor the Indians had to undergo’ (Las Casas, Indian Freedom, 152). Every experience of the road to Damascus, each case of scales falling from one’s eyes has a prehistory in which the person concerned wrestles with God’s messengers in long, sleepless nights, as Jacob once did with the angel (Gen 32:25–29), until he or she finally emerges from the battle as one marked by God and the dawn signifies a new beginning with God’s blessing. He or she will no longer (want to) be the old self, but henceforth a new self. What were the life experiences which now led Las Casas to understand these and similar biblical passages as a direct appeal to alter his lifestyle, passages which he, as a ‘professional’ Christian, had often read before, but obviously not heard deep down within? What was ultimately the decisive factor that changed the conformist cleric and encomendero into an undaunted, outspoken prophet of the warm messianic stream of Christianity? In the chapters of his History of the Indies which were autobiographical and hinted at Augustine’s confessions, Las Casas recorded an important piece of information: his reflections were illuminated ‘by what he had heard and experienced on the island of Hispaniola, by what the Dominicans preached continually—no one could, in good conscience, hold the Indians in encomienda, and those friars would not confess and absolve any who so held them’ (Las Casas, Indian Freedom, 152f).


Las Casas was also refused absolution by one of these Dominicans (probably in 1512) because at that time he had kept slaves in his encomienda in Hispaniola and he had not wanted to free them. Although Las Casas subsequently took part in the conquest of Cuba as a military chaplain, he could not rid himself of his anxiety about the salvation of his soul after this refusal of absolution. He thus left Hispaniola in 1512 with a worm inside himself. During the conquest of Cuba he began to see reality with the eyes of the victims. The terrible bloodbath of Caonao, which he was forced to witness with helpless horror, may have provided him with the final stimulus to change his ways, much like what is called a ‘contrast experience’ today. As a military chaplain Las Casas, who is known to have had a ‘compassionate heart’ and who had a good reputation among the Indians, tried to anticipate what the marauding soldiers were planning to do and to go into the Indian villages before they did in order to make a peaceful conquista [conquest] possible.


He had come to Caonao with his Indian confidants and had gathered about 2000 people on the square and another 500 in a large community house. When the soldiers arrived the Indians were squatting,




because they have this custom, all staring, frightened, at the mares . . . . (A) Spaniard, in whom the devil is thought to have clothed himself, suddenly drew his sword. Then the whole hundred drew theirs and began to rip open the bellies, to cut and kill those lambs—men, women, children, and old folk, all of whom were seated, off guard and frightened, watching the mares and the Spaniards. And within two credos [that is a very short time], not a man of all of them there remain[ed] alive’ (Las Casas, Witness, 51).





Las Casas recorded many more details about this bloodbath, which must have made a lasting impression on him, and added at the end that to see the wounds of the dead and of many others who had not yet died filled one with shivers and horror. ‘Of all that has been said, I am a witness. I was present and saw it’ (Las Casas, Witness, 53). A great feeling of regret and sorrow remained with the cleric.


‘Of all that has been said, I am a witness’ is a solemn expression corresponding to statements of witnesses before a court; we encounter this expression again and again and in all the different factions in the historical works of the sixteenth century that relate to the West Indies. Las Casas, however, is not just concerned about truth and lies in the ‘historians’ dispute’ of the sixteenth century. His testimonies acquire the character of a prophetic accusation in the name of God. He will quote Jeremiah 7:11 many times when describing the horrors of colonial warfare: ‘You know, I too am watching, says the Lord’ (cf Las Casas, The Only Way, 132, 134). The voice of the prophet is at all times the voice of God.


The members of the Order of St Dominic, to whom Las Casas is referring above, came to Hispaniola in September 1510. All of them had come from the Observants of the Castilian province who had been combating secularization since 1450 and who wanted to restore the original charism of the order. It has been written of them that they filled this charism with life like that found ‘only in the beginnings of the order’. Las Casas himself described the zeal of this first community of Dominicans in the New World. According to this description they not only strictly observed the old rules, but also added others in order to be able to live even more strictly. Among other things they decided not to beg for alms of bread, wine or oil as long as they were healthy (OC 4: 1519), which meant forgoing these basic foodstuffs to a large extent. Las Casas goes on to note that they observed this self-imposed austerity for many years, resulting in the blossoming and revival of the religious life of the Order of St Dominic.


Every radical imitation of Christ in the face of injustice lives from empathy, from compassion and pity for the fate of other people for whom we then consciously become ‘the neighbour’. The Dominicans, who had been formed in a (Thomistic) scholasticism in touch with reality and in the spirituality of compassion customarily practiced in the order, had come to Hispaniola in the spirit of strict observance and radical imitation. Thus it was not long before they connected praxis with the law—that is to say with natural and positive law, but also with the divine law of ‘all humans being created in God’s image’—and discerned the contradiction. In this way they exposed the behavior of their compatriots who were ‘very cruel and pitiless’ (Las Casas, History of the Indies, 182).


Prophetic objection to injustice, however, always needs to be carefully considered and contemplated in prayer. That is exactly what the first Dominicans did, as Las Casas tells us: ‘they prayed, fasted and kept vigils in order to receive enlightenment as to the best way to fight for a cause that had no other defendants . . . and after mature reflection they decided to preach from the pulpit and in public’ (Las Casas, History of the Indies, 182f). The subsequent prophetic sermon of Antón Montesino in the name of the entire community on the Fourth Sunday of Advent, in 1511 in which he denounced the merciless colonial exploitation, defended the human dignity of the Indians, and aroused the Christian consciences of his Spanish compatriots, ranks among those events which we should certainly label ‘epochal’ in the history of the church and of the human race: ‘Tell me, by what right, with what justice, do you hold these Indians in such cruel and horrible servitude? . . . The Indians, are they not human beings? Do they not have rational souls? Are you not required to love them as you love yourselves?’ (Las Casas, Indian Freedom, 141f).


As is so often the case, the Gospel had to be preached first and foremost ‘in the church’. After this sermon Montesino traveled to Spain in the name of the community to persuade the Catholic King Ferdinand to show ‘compassion and pity’ towards the Indians; since he was ‘merciful and benevolent’ the king exhibited, according to Las Casas’ chronicle (WA 2:233), ‘compassion and feelings’ in the face of the inhuman things occurring in the New World and about which he had hitherto apparently known nothing. Spanish colonial legislation as well as the discussion concerning legal titles had their beginnings here in a prophetic sermon based on compassion and pity in the face of injustice. With the above-mentioned sermon the Dominicans restored to Christianity, which had only just reached the New World in earthen vessels, its very own character as a ‘messianic’ religion of the poor, of the wearied and burdened, of those hungering and thirsting for justice (Henríquez Urueña, Las corrientes, 20). They scattered a prophetic seed of compassion and pity in the face of injustice which would germinate in the heart of Bartolomé de Las Casas and bear abundant fruit in his life’s work.


After his transformation into a merciful ‘hearer of the Word’ while preparing his Pentecost sermon in 1514, he relinquished his encomienda and made this public on the occasion of another sermon for the feast of the Assumption. The battle with God’s angel for nights on end had been decided, the messianic path of moral unrest in the face of injustice had been consciously and unconditionally chosen. He had put his hand to the plow and he was looking ahead (Lk 9:62). The lifework of the new self could begin. In the ‘midst of his journey through life’ Las Casas rose, hurried to the Dominican Pedro de Córdoba in Santo Domingo, his much-admired spiritual guide, and solemnly vowed to him with his typical quixotic-idealistic pathos:




Pater, I will test all the means which are available to me, and I want to endure all the troubles placed upon me in order to reach the final goal of the task I have begun; and I hope that our Lord will stand by me; and should I not attain it, I still would have done what I was obliged to do as a Christian (WA 2:266).





The testimonies which the first Franciscans and Dominicans of Hispaniola passed on to us concerning the diocesan priest Las Casas, who advocated at court for the Indians, make very clear to what degree these words were not mere rhetoric, but expressed an inner prophetic calling.


In a cover letter to the king written in 1517, Pedro de Córdoba called Las Casas a ‘virtuous and truthful person who has been in the West Indies for many years and knows about all the affairs of this country; with good reason Your Royal Highness can give credence to everything he, as a true servant of God, might say, since I believe that God has chosen him to put a stop to so much damage.’ In another cover letter from the same year which was sent to the regents Jiménez de Cisneros and Adrian of Utrecht, later Pope Adrian VI, and this time jointly signed by ten Dominicans and eleven Franciscans, Las Casas is recommended with the following words:
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