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To Sister Mary Mark Schoenstein, O.P.

And in memory of Father John Columba Fogarty, O. Carm.


JOURNEY TO THE SUN
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Anna Seile’s map of “The Americas: A New Description,” with outsized dagger-shaped California as island, 1663.





PROLOGUE

Who is God’s companion?

Junípero Serra might have contemplated this thought on the road in the Salinas Valley of California, where in 1771 he met an Indian woman who offered him “a present.” When he asked her name, she murmured Soledad, Spanish for “solitude.” Or at least that is what he heard: “I was astonished, and turning to my companions said, ‘Here, gentlemen, you have María de la Soledad.’” He gave her glass beads for seeds; she nodded. As “the name stuck to the place,” Serra made a note to found a mission in that desolate, treeless spot. Soledad later became the most hard-luck mission of all those that were built on the coast.

Serra had undergone plenty of solitude, the soledad of the trail, the one that surrounded your neck like water at night, a soledad to conquer by singing Matins before first light. Not English or American solitude, which celebrated being on one’s own, without others; Spanish soledad, which longed for them.

Serra was not about soledad; neither were the Franciscan fathers. He’d swallowed his fill of it as a boy, losing two sisters and a brother, working the quiet fields of Petra, his home village on the Spanish island of Mallorca. But his father’s leather hand was always on his shoulder, and later his confreres’ abrazos; even those strangers in the confessional cut soledad with their pain. Serra respected the solitude Christ felt in the garden that last night of his life when the apostles slept. But Serra wasn’t Simon of the Desert, standing on his pillar alone. He loved community, loved performing marriages. He traveled as much as he could in a pair or group, because outside the mission walls lay a solitude so vast only the sun could disperse it.

Now the dew was on the leaf, the earth shorn briefly of dust. Dark and lovely and cool. The sun began its climb of the Santa Lucia Mountains, casting them in gray outline. As his mule snorted, taking him north in the early morning, the sun regarded Serra; he dared not look back. The sun warm on his forehead, rising over the crown of the forest, now arched in his mind above the Tramuntana range of his old island and its olive groves to the sea, the Mediterranean waded into the Pacific, the sun wrapping the world in its arms.

Who was God’s companion?

He was.

For a second, he looked at the sun; God put a white spot in his eye.


PART ONE
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SERRA BEFORE CALIFORNIA


[image: Image]

Nicolas Sanson’s map of “The Isle of California” and “New” Mexico, 1657.




CHAPTER ONE

ISLAND SON

I, the one who hugs you,

I am not alone!

—GABRIELA MISTRAL
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Sancturi de Cura on Mount Randa, Mallorca.

At the darkest point of night, the point at which the light begins to grow, Miquel José Serre was born at 1 A.M. by the flickering of an olive oil lamp on November 24, 1713, in the little farming village of Petra, slightly east of dead center of the island of Mallorca, one of three Balearic Islands off the coast of Spain in the northwest Mediterranean. His father, Antonio, put a sprig of laurel on the door, indicating the baby was a boy; a myrtle branch would have meant a girl. Petra was a village of two thousand then, and it is barely larger today.

With a population of about seventy thousand, Mallorca had a climate of dry heat and white light. But it was no resort. In the eighteenth century, the island traffic consisted of horse and mule carts and men hoisting shovels. The nineteenth-century writer George Sand, visiting Mallorca to care for the sickly Frédéric Chopin, called the Mallorcan peasant “a gentle, kind creature, with peaceful habits . . . he has no love of evil and knowledge of good . . . you can no more hate him than you could an ox or a sheep, for he is close to the savage whose soul is lulled in animal innocence.”

With its whiff of Gallic superiority, this perception missed a key element: community. Peasant farmers in the Petra area who tended sheep, olive and almond groves, and citrus trees lived not in isolated huts in the field, but in town in seamlessly attached Santanyí sandstone homes situated along narrow, labyrinthine streets. They lived in close proximity, hearing each other’s coughs and moans and prayers through the clay walls and screenless windows. Though in our world these conditions would be taken as a sign of poverty, the peasant farming village community of eighteenth-century Spain was hardly downtrodden. People worked hard and were proud of it. Mallorcan peasant homes were sturdily made—clay, stone, tiled, or wattled roofs—and when little Miguel (the Castilian spelling of the Mallorquín “Miquel”) put his head out the window of his second-story bedroom he stared right across the narrow street at his double, a boyhood friend who put his own head out the window, and the signals of boys’ and girls’ heads and their calls down the street brought them to work in the field, to play, and to attend Mass on Sunday.

Serra’s comfort with and affection for close-knit village life was in his blood. He was benignly crushed together with his neighbors because his parents, Antonio Serra and Margarita Ferrer, had been so crushed. Natives of Petra, their families have been traced there as far back as 1577, though the direct lineage of Serra runs out by 1839. His father was baptized Antonio Nadal Serre on Christmas Day 1675. “Serre” is the strictly Mallorquín version of the word “saw.” In fact, a workman’s saw is on the Serra family’s coat of arms.

There is more than a little evidence that the boy who would grow up to be among the leaders of the first group of white men to walk into and stay in today’s California had Jewish blood. His paternal grandmother was named Juana Abraham. Abraham also could be a Europeanization of the Muslim name Ibrahim, so it is possible that he could have been of Arab extraction. Or both, since most Jews in Spain were Sephardic and traced their roots across North Africa back to Palestine. Also, as the Arabs spent five hundred years ruling Spain, clinging most tenaciously to little Mallorca until it was given up in 1229 (with shrewd allowance by James I of Aragon that Muslims “retain some of their own civil and religious institutions”), it’s not far-fetched to posit that his grandmother’s Old Testament (and Koranic) surname made Serra part Jew and part Arab.

The Inquisition, though diminished in its scope by Serra’s time, was not entirely abolished in Spain until the early nineteenth century, and had examined in its obsessive and murderous fervor several families in the sixteenth century named Serra. There is more than a little evidence that some of Serra’s ancestors through his father’s line were inspected (and suspected) as cuetas, that is, Mallorcan Catholics who had converted from Judaism—and perhaps Islam. (One historian also speculated that Serra descended in part from the love life of a freed fourteenth-century Moorish slave on Mallorca.) Serra himself—and his parents—had little, if any, consciousness of being descendants of Arabs or cuetas, but it would be surprising if Serra was not aware that the name had echoes attached to it, especially through his paternal grandmother. His strong and early fervor for Catholicism had an edge of the anxious assertiveness of the convert, or more accurately and suspiciously, the conversos, those who converted under pressure of persecution. In short, Serra may have had to prove himself more Catholic than the Catholic, which could be one explanation—though only one—for his later missionary zeal.

The hardihood of Miguel Serra’s mother, Margarita Ferrer, can be divined by the etymology of her surname. Ferrer derives from fierro, or iron; it suggests ironworkers in her past (or blacksmiths, herreros). Margarita had married Antonio Serra in Petra at St. Peter’s Church on August 7, 1707. She was twenty-nine, he was thirty-one. They had two children, a boy, Miguel, and a daughter, Juana. But both lives were quickly snuffed out.

The Miguel Serra we know today was named after a deceased sibling, as was his younger sister, Juana. Serra was a sickly boy, probably an asthmatic, thin and short even by Mallorcan standards. Aware that he was essentially a replacement child, born six years into his parents’ marriage, he must have had an acute sense of mortality, “the preciousness of life.” There is some speculation that the early losses of children in their infancy may have inclined Antonio and Margarita toward becoming a secular monk and nun—people operating outside the monastery in civil society known as tertiaries, or third order, of Franciscans. These losses almost certainly frightened them enough to do something with the “new” Miguel that was unusual for most Mallorcan families: he was baptized on the day of his birth rather than several days later, as was customary, as if daring the devil—or God—to take yet another child.

A procession of relatives and neighbors carrying laurel sprigs made their way to St. Peter’s, men in Moorish wool trousers, women dressed in long skirts, fringed shawls, and nunlike wimples, the midwife carrying the infant. The priest, Bartolomé Llado, poured water from a “silvered” shell over the baby’s forehead and blessed him as he was held by his godmother, Sebastiana Serra, Antonio’s sister, over the octagonal Santanyí sandstone font.

The majesty and shadow of the Arab Muslims in Spain flickers across Junípero Serra’s life from his earliest days as Miguel. Apparently, an obsession with how to deal with the Moor inside and out made a short entry at Serra’s baptism. When the midwife handed the infant Miguel to his mother, Margarita kissed him, probably for the first time. Why? Because it was Mallorcan custom to call the newborn “a little Moor” (un moret), withholding a kiss until he was rescued from unknown misery by Christian baptism. Moorishness was thus conflated on the island with original sin. The priest was thanked for his troubles with a basket of pears, and at the Serra home the celebrants were treated to cookies called paciencies, which were—as are pastries throughout the Arab world—touched with anise, that seed essential to licorice and goodwill.

• • •

The year Serra was born—1713—was also the bitter end of the complicated War of the Spanish Succession. The Hapsburg monarchy that descended from Ferdinand and Isabella had literally died out with Charles II, known as the Bewitched, who keeled over on November 1, 1700, childless. Just before Serra’s birth (and during the time of the crib deaths of his older sister and brother), Catalonia and Mallorca were pulled in great pain between two forces contending to rule Spain after the Bewitched: those of Philip of Anjou (France) and those of Charles of Austria, who had a Hapsburg coalition of England, Germany (with remnants of the Holy Roman Empire), and Holland.

The French were the largest immigrant group in Spain, “a very visible presence” with “economic dominance,” thus “Francophobia had deep roots in Spain.” In 1705, at the beginning of the War of the Spanish Succession, Frenchmen passing through Saragossa were beaten and murdered. The upper and middle classes sided with the Bourbons in the war, but the blue-collar and farm workers sided with the Hapsburgs. This did not later dispose the son of the soil Serra toward Philip of Anjou, whose climactic 1713 attack on Barcelona killed 9,700 citizens making a heroic but futile defense of their city, to which the Hapsburgs gave no relief. In the end, the Catalonians were alone against Philip. Serra was born the very year the city across the water from his island was smothered.

• • •

The death of their first two children thrust Antonio’s and Margarita’s already faithful lives into a spiritual zeal that made them usher their new precious son to Petra’s Franciscan friary, San Bernardino, at the earliest possible moment for his education. His mother was particularly protective of Miguel and “did not allow any contact with anyone who could tamper with her children’s innocence.” Margarita sternly ensured that no “hair on the tongue” (no trahe pelos en la lingua)—gossip—would mar his young spirit. His schooling began with trips to friends they had made among the friars, and by the age of six or seven became more formalized in a classroom.

For a precious three years, little Miguel had had the rule of the roost and the undivided affections of his parents. Then on January 28, 1716, his sister, Juana María, was born. Juana was to be an important figure in his early life, his one surviving sibling, and the only one to carry the Serra family’s blood forward with her own three children—one of whom died, one of whom became a priest, and one of whom produced a priest through a child, thus halting the Serra family forever at the altar. Five years after his dear Juana, Serra’s second sister (Martina María) was born, but Martina also died young. Three out of five siblings dead: it was a family sown in a bitter field, with love precious as gold.

• • •

Miguel was, presumably, especially close to his father, working with him in the orchards and fields from an early age. Like other children of his time and place, he probably awoke early at the casa solariega (ancestral home) at 6 Calle Barracar, before light, just as his mother and father did, as farms all over the world do not wait for light. Juana, his sister, probably arose and dressed before him, helping her mother knead dough for bread. As the Serras lived under the same roof with farm animals, Juana went to the cow in the front room of the house, bringing the candle close, feeling the warm udder, squeezing the withered teats. The land was often dry, and the island was in constant search for methods to catch the little rain that fell. But Juana squirted enough milk steaming in the chilled pail that her mother said to her, “Bon día, gratias”—naming the day in Catalán with a wisp of that French bon. Serra awoke to the smell of bread put in the bake oven out back near the pig wallow. Juana fetched it through chickens trembling out of the coop, where she took up a few warm, damp eggs.

Gradually, the sky grew blue—first so dark as to be indistinguishable from the sea, then cobalt, then royal as the Blessed Mother’s robes. Little Miguel hitched the mule for his father, and climbed aboard, his father holding the rein in one hand, a shovel over his shoulder in the other. They would spend the morning picking olives—winter olives, as they grew three-quarters ripe, the exact moment of the picking—between November and March. If it was January or February, they picked by the light of the white-blossoming almond trees, the amatllers. Miguel grew up thinking the earth itself was full of light, especially after the Epiphany on January 6, a beauty so strong it hurt the eyes. He climbed the olive trees with his sack attached to his belt and began to denude them. He picked olives by the light of incipient almonds, picked until his frail brown arms began to ache.

Mallorcan olives are small and green and have a slightly bitter taste. In Serra’s time they were the top export of the island—averaging 75 percent of Mallorca’s trade—most in the form of olive oil. The oil went north—to Marseilles, Amsterdam, London, even Hamburg, where it was used less for eating than to fill oilcans that lubricated the gears of the textile mills. In Marseilles, Mallorcan olive oil was made into soap.

After a day’s harvest, the Serra family would join the olive growers of the area surrounding Petra and add their harvest to full burlap sacks that would be hauled by mule train about forty miles west—nearly the island’s girth—over the chief mountain range, the Sierra de Tramuntana, to the northwestern port town of Soller. There ground the great circles of stone, the oil presses. Little Miguel may have accompanied this olive train with his father. Today there is a tunnel through the mountain; then there was no way to get the olives to press without mounting the steep rise on mule or on foot.

Returning to Calle Barracar, both Antonio and son Miguel would knock before entering and say, “Ave María Purísima” (Hail Mary, Most Pure), and either Margarita or Juana would answer, “Cancebuda sens pecat” (Conceived without sin). This homage to the Immaculate Conception of Christ’s mother, Mary—so particular to Mallorcans—is practiced even today.

Later, in summer, the work switched to harvesting wheat, carob, and the almond trees, whose bright flowers had grown husks to be picked and shucked, the white nuts stripped of their brown skin to make oil exported to the South and Central American colonies for medicinal balms and facial cosmetics. The almond had been brought to the island by the ancient Romans. (After the colonies received independence, Mallorcan almonds were shipped to Spain and Europe or kept locally for a sweet additive to milk, ice cream, and nougats.)

But until March, the olives consumed them. As the morning sun rose over the cross at the top of Ermita de Bon Any, little Miguel may have broken from his olive picking and walked up the steep hill to the shrine of Our Lady of the Good Year to ring the noon bells. Ermitas, or shrines, were all over Mallorca, and most remain. No hilltop was without an ermita or santuari (a monastery). Within a year of its construction in 1609, abundant rain fell on Mallorca, and thus the shrine was named Nuestra Señora de Bon Any—prayers were for a “good year,” meaning rain. Serra grew up with the 1663 bell of that miraculous shrine at the highest point of his gaze. He made his way to the breathtaking view, probably gulping for breath. Already winded by the toil in the olive groves, he walked the half mile to Bon Any up a steep dirt path. He would walk the asthma out of himself. If his lungs felt like two iron weights, he would walk.

At the top, looking out on the island, he might pray for family, animals, or fruit, then consume a lunch of orange-red Mallorcan sausage on bread, a slip of cheese. Climbing up the olivewood steps to the belfry, Miguel might ring the twelve bells that recalled not just the middle of the day, but the Twelve Apostles—“Peter, Andrew, James, John” (the first four).

At the top of Nuestra Señora de Bon Any, Miguel was 1,289 feet above sea level. The view from the belfry could take away what little breath he had left and lift him out of his wheezing body. Blue spangled in three directions: to the north Miguel saw the crescent Bay of Alcudia, which the Romans had entered two thousand years before to retake Iberia from Carthage. With apostles to the east—“Philip, Bartholemew, Matthew, Thomas”—the Santuari de Sant Salvador pointed to heaven just before the open Mediterranean. To the south and southwest, the far-off old Roman capital of Palma sparkled before the eye, lost in blue that stretched all the way to Algeria. The only direction blocked of a view of the sea was straight west—“James, Jude, Simon, and Judas Iscariot”—the Tramuntana Mountains. How he must have longed to see over that wall, to expand on the glimpse he got once a year near the olive press.

If he was coming down Bon Any or from the fields on an important feast day, he went to visit his godparents, Sebastiana Serra and Bartholmé Fiol, and kissed their hands with the traditional reverence Mallorcan children had and still have for godparents.

In the afternoons, Miguel went to school at the friary of the magnificent Franciscan church of St. Bernardine, perhaps the finest on the island outside Palma. Finished in 1677 and named for the fifteenth-century comforter of plague victims who denounced the fratricidal wars of Italian princes, San Bernardino was a place of deep mystery and wonder. Its Moorish steeple was gilded in gold and Baroque in style, its main altar unfolding to ten side altars, five on each side of the church. Each of these sub-altars had its own story with paintings of the saints, such as San Juan Capistrano, whose foot crushes the head of a Turk.

The only two academic subjects referred to by Serra’s first biographer and former student Francisco Palou (in discussing Serra’s boyhood instruction from the friars of San Bernardino) are Latin and “plain chanting.” But Serra certainly had lessons from among the sixteen Franciscan friars in religion, writing, mathematics, and reading. It seems likely that as a boy Serra read the lives of the saints, particularly Franciscan figures such as Raymond Lull, St. Bernardine of Siena, and St. Francis of Assisi. He may have even read a novel popular for two centuries in Spain called The Labors of the Very Brave Knight Esplandián (1510), whose knight hero ventures bravely to an island called California.

• • •

But the missionaries were the ones who truly captured his imagination. Raymond Lull has been called “the greatest of medieval missionaries,” and perhaps the greatest Christian missionary between St. Paul in the first century and the late eighteenth century’s Baptist-gone-to-India William Carey. As a Mallorcan, Lull had a special appeal to the young Miguel. Lull wrote—by hand, of course—over 250 books, some multilayered and complex, many with a strong emphasis on human love as a mirror of the divine (The Tree of Love; The Book of the Lover and the Beloved). He was fascinated, if not obsessed, with the Muslim world (perhaps out of guilt—when his black Muslim slave teacher of Arabic cursed a Christian for a racial slur, Lull had the slave imprisoned, where he committed suicide). Lull preached for much of his life, though not all of it, a “peaceful Crusade,” believing that salvation was to be won in people’s hearts and not on the battlefield with mace and longbow. Fluent in Arabic and well versed in the Sufi poets, Lull founded in 1276 what may have been the first (post-Muslim occupation) college in Spain for the study of Arabic, at Miramar in Mallorca. Thirteen Franciscan friars enrolled.

Born in Palma, Mallorca, in 1232—just three years after the Muslim leadership had abandoned the island—in his twenties Lull lived the dissolute life of a rich man’s spoiled kid—drinking, whoring; he hardly saw the inside of a church. He married and had two children but was regularly unfaithful. Though brilliant like Augustine, Lull was more of a poet (and mathematician). At thirty, removing himself to Mount Randa, he was casually writing a love poem to one of his paramours when he had a vision of Christ on the Cross. He fought off the vision, but it kept returning—three more times. Terrified at first, Lull realized that perhaps his life was about to change—and should. Soon after these disturbing visitations, he read the life of St. Francis, who had insisted on going directly to the Muslim caliph in Egypt to settle the problems between Islam and Christianity nonviolently. That Lull, a Mallorcan, had done virtually the same thing, except to Tunisia, stirred the heart of his fellow Mallorcan.

The Glow of Love. This is what Lull sought between antagonists— quixotically, perhaps, but not without deep grounding in his newfound Christianity. He writes in the Book of Contemplation: “Men are wont, O Lord, to die from old age, the failure of natural warmth and excess of cold; but . . . Thy servant . . . would rather die in the glow of love.”

Nevertheless, Lull’s rationalist mysticism came under the fire of two popes; the Inquisition condemned dozens of his teachings. At eighty, Lull quietly gained five high-ranking converts in Tunis, but when he went shouting the Trinity creed in the town square in Bugia, east of Algiers, he was stoned and mortally wounded, dying before reaching Mallorca and realizing thereby what one writer saw as the Franciscans’ “mania for martyrdom.”

• • •

Young Serra would not have had that mania, at least not yet. But he was deeply moved by Christ’s Passion. At San Bernardino, Serra would not have encountered Lull’s abstruse theology; that would have been later, in seminary at Palma. But he certainly would have been fascinated by Lull’s audacious love, a love that made him cross the waters to the Other. That Other had ruled over Mallorca and all of Spain; at its height had held Islam, Judaism, and Christianity in a rare balance in Andalusia; and was now a short boat ride south across the water. That Other had also magnetized his greatest hero.

St. Francis, who died two years before Lull’s birth but whose myth was growing exponentially in Lull’s time, also profoundly influenced young Miguel. In his schoolbooks, so much about the man who founded the Franciscans appealed to him: the fact that Francis was part French and loved Troubadour poetry; the fact that, as G. K. Chesterton would say centuries later, he “never, all his life, exactly understood what money was”; that he had “all his life a great liking for people who had been put hopelessly in the wrong”; that Francis was forever being pulled like a “deep tide driving out to uncharted seas of charity”; that he kept up his fellow prisoners’ spirits in captivity; his boldness and dramatic nature; his instinct for “creative monuments of peace”; his absolute conviction that poverty leads to interior richness. Francis’s clarion call was to be a jongleur de Dieu, or (Chesterton again) “the court fool of the King of Paradise”—and this wild man of God absolutely captivated the demure farmer’s son.

Serra’s eyes could light up reading about St. Francis’s voyage to Egypt to convert the Sultan al-Kamil as his forces stood outside Damietta, under siege of the Crusade. St. Francis must have baffled the Muslim leader. He ordered the friars served a good meal ending with a kind of lemony sherbet made “from the icy mountains of Lebanon.”

“It was, of course, simply the idea that it is better to create Christians than to destroy Moslems,” wrote Chesterton about this extraordinary encounter. Francis spoke about Christ’s poverty, suffering, and return from the dead—themes that appealed deeply to Kamil, given his predicament. But when Francis offered to step into a fire to show that his God would protect him, the sultan, astonished, declined the contest. His subsequent offer of a truce and a return of Jerusalem to the Christians was inspired by this portentous meeting with the saint, who was allowed safe passage back to the Christian lines. But a squabble between King Jean of France and the cardinal on the spot foreclosed the truce. Francis withdrew. His peace mission ended with Kamil’s forces routed, beheaded, and dumped summarily outside the sultan’s camp.

How much of this story did Miguel Serra take away? And what lessons would he have learned? His beloved Francis—who praised Brother Sun and Sister Moon in his “Canticle of the Sun”—had failed in his peace mission to Islam, done in, in fact, by his own Christians. Better an enemy who listens than a friend who doesn’t?

What must have struck him most in the St. Francis story was the stigmata. Francis had returned from North Africa disconsolate about his failed mission, only to behold his followers in Italy availing themselves of a large manor in Bologna and living something of the good life. He railed against them as stridently as did Christ the Temple moneylenders, and he soon left for a mountain called Alverno. There a great mystery happened; when Francis came down from the mountain he was bleeding from holes in five places—in his hands, his feet, and his chest, just as Christ had on the cross. It was the first known stigmata in the history of the Church.

The farmer’s boy on peaceful Mallorca had more than a vague sense of the meaning of such a branding. There was, he learned, something holy in suffering.

• • •

During his schooling at San Bernardino in Petra, perhaps the most important thing Miguel Serra did was not study, but sing. He had a strong, mellifluous, deep voice, and the friars sensed his gift early, inviting him to join them when they sang the Divine Office on feast days.

Song surrounded the island at the May wheat harvest, with trilladors, men who harnessed mules to a cylindrical stone, cracking the wheat as they followed the animals and trilling. Song was crucial, too, to the most important holy day of the year then as now in Latino countries, Tres Reyes, or the Feast of the Three Kings or Wise Men on January 6, also known as the Epiphany. Tres Reyes is deemed more important—and certainly more magisterial and mysterious—than Christmas. It was accompanied in Mallorca by great theater. Children filled their shoes with long carob pods, then placed the shoes on window sills or balconies, in supplication to the Wise Men, who would replace the pods with gifts. In Petra on January 5, the three men would come galloping into town in glittering saddles and colorful clothes as if they were kings from the far reaches of the world (at least one would be Muslim, not so far off). Dimoni, or devil figures, would lurk around them, symbolizing what the kings had to overcome to view the Creator in swaddling clothes.

On January 6, a great morning Mass was said at St. Peter’s, where not only Communion but fresh hot bread (pan de promesa, the bread of promise) brought by the villagers was given to each congregant, who in Serra’s childhood were often made hungry by drought. The actor kings came to the altar with a real lamb to give the infant figure in the manger, played by one of the better-behaved babies. And then a “young boy with a bell-like voice” would sing the sibila, a solemn, but hopeful reminder of the end of the world at the commemoration of its Christian beginning. Perhaps Serra was one with that bell inside.

At the end of Mass, a basket of sweets and meat pies, the cucaña (piñata in Mexico), suspended by colorful ribbons across the church, was cut down with a sword and children such as Miguel would come running to scoop up the rewards, modern equivalents of the Wise Men’s gifts.

Did Miguel throw his candy at someone? We do not have a boyhood ne’er-do-well or coming-of-age story of Miguel “Junípero” Serra. We do not have a story of transgression, such as Augustine’s stolen pears. We don’t even have a story of brash goodness in his teen years, such as Francis of Assisi’s throwing off his fine clothes to a beggar. What we do know is that on return from school or church, his parents would give him the common blessing, “May God make a saint of you” (Deu te faci un sant). Another common prayer in the form of song was known as the Alabado, perhaps the most widespread song from the early days in Hispanic America, which originated among the Franciscan missionaries of Mallorca and no doubt was sung in Petra at San Bernardino by little Miguel himself. It derived, too, from a common greeting the young Serra heard every day on Mallorca, “Alabado sea Dios” (Praise to God).

But there was something else Miguel Serra must have heard even before he spied it through the arched colonnades of San Bernardino. It was a short whip with metal tailings, commonly used by monks in the eighteenth century. The muffled cry of a friar drew him, as if he might help him in his suffering. But what he saw would have confused him. The priest did not want help. He may later have explained he was trying to be like Christ, to help expiate the sins of the world. It did not make sense to the boy Serra, such blood drops on stone. But sacrifice, the kind of backbreaking work his father was introducing him to in the almond groves, did.

The boy probably recoiled from the disciplina, as it was called. It was too cruel for the world he knew in Mallorca, even one of such hard work, because there was serenity in Sunday afternoons, togetherness. There were the amatllers. Their light. Christ did not whip himself. He was whipped by the soldiers who made fun of him, who drew lots for him, who pressed thorn bushes into his head.

Serra was an unusually intelligent boy. Everyone could see it—his father and mother, his sister, Juana, his godparents, the friars at San Bernardino. And though like any teenager he had his questions, no doubt most were held down. But some days, such as one scaling the hard high road up the Tramuntana with his father’s pack train of olives, they could visit him mutely: Why did you create the world in the first place? Why did the boy I am named for die before I breathed? Above Soller at last, Miguel Serra would have seen the sun’s ladder on the water leading west. It shimmered silver. It roiled his eyes. When he closed them, the darkness behind his lids bloomed. Sunspots. Opening them, the water was illuminated like a manuscript. Like all Mallorcans, he read it.

From that vision, Miguel and his father would come back with the mules without olives, their burden lightened. As they slowly moved through the light of the almond trees, Miguel might forget his questions. The world was too beautiful for answers.


CHAPTER TWO

THE CALL

I consecrate you, God, because you love so much

Because you never smile; because your heart

Must all the time give you great pain.

—CÉSAR VALLEJO

[image: Image]

Soller, site of the old Mallorca olive press over the Tramuntana massif.

What calls a boy to the priesthood? Unlike today, celibacy was, for the most part, accepted by eighteenth-century Mallorcans; priestly status and its requirements were revered. Palou, whom Serra would meet as a seminarian in Palma, tells us that as soon as his parents apprehended their boy’s “holy vocation” they whisked him to the city of Palma.

But how did Miguel’s parents “realize” his “holy vocation”? Was it something he said or had done? Was it what some have called “an itch that longs to be scratched”? One acclaimed poet thought that when common fishermen “put everything down to walk away” to follow Christ as the Twelve Apostles, that was the most miraculous thing of all.

For fifteen-year-old Miguel Serra, it may have been nothing particularly inspiring. In eighteenth-century Europe, the calling was more likely poverty itself. The priesthood was a position of esteem to the rural poor, and particularly so on Mallorca. A sizable portion of the people on the island were in religious orders, either as priests, nuns, monks, or tertiaries, or were working closely with them. To be a priest was to elevate oneself up the social and even political ladder, as no ruler and his lieutenants could operate without significant consultation with, if not outright blessing from, the clergy. Priests may have taken vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, but they never took one against power.

So what Antonio and Margarita Serra “realized” about their precocious, fervent son may have had more to do with what they knew about their own predicament. They were farmers. They were going nowhere beyond beautiful, poor Petra and its hard soil. Their one chance at ascension was through this frail boy given to them after two infant deaths. The friars at San Bernardino may have felt something similar. Send this one to Palma. Send this one to the Great Outer World.

Palma, which in 1728 had a population of roughly thirty-five thousand (perhaps half that of the island), was seventeen times the size of Petra. To the young Serra, it was an imposing, walled metropolis. If Mallorca is shaped like a horsehead, Palma is where the bit catches the back of the mouth. And it caught him. The skinny, short boy of fifteen studied under the canon (perhaps Don Antonio Figuera) at the cathedral for a year. La Seu, as the cathedral is called in Catalán, was built over a mosque shortly after James I of Aragon retook the island from the Muslims in 1229. It dominates the skyline of Palma, “the finest example of Mediterranean Gothic architecture” due in part to its “sensations of light . . . in comparison with the shadows” of other, darker Gothic churches across the continent. If the teenage Serra hiked to the Bellver Castle—also of thirteenth-century vintage, with a sweeping view of the Bay of Palma—he would have seen how the southern sun coming out of Africa stuns La Seu as it sits astride the bay like a galleon. “The sun could kiss it at all hours of the day,” wrote a Spanish artist. “The Cathedral of Palma is an island in the heart of an island.” The rose window, with 1,236 pieces of glass radiating from a red center to blue to yellow at the corona, flooded all three naves of La Seu with rose afire.

Moving from his study with the canon in one of the chambers of the cathedral into the central nave bathed in roseate light would have pulled Serra into the center of the rose, where the great Christian mystics lived. He must have experienced some fundamental shift, as within six months after turning sixteen, he applied to enter the Franciscan order. He was turned down. He seemed too young and “rather sickly,” according to Palou. But there may have been another reason: up until the seventeenth century—for over a hundred years—if you had the surname “Serre,” you came into the crosshairs of the Inquisition. Add this to his grandmother’s surname Abraham, and it spelled fear of the cueta.

Just before he turned seventeen, Serra tried again; this time he passed muster. On September 14, 1730, he was given the Franciscan gray wool habit (gray for the ashes of mortality) and the signature rope cincture by the provincial for Mallorca, Antonio Perelló Moragues. He would cling to it for fifty-four years, until it was threadbare halfway around the world.

• • •

Almost as if snared, Miguel Serra was taken out of the rose light of La Seu, and for a year outside the city of Palma he studied as a novice at the Convento de Santa María de los Angeles de Jesús. Set in a wooded upland, the Convent of Jesus (its shortened, Anglicized name) was “in all its parts consonant with . . . poverty,” its much smaller Gothic church topped with a Middle Eastern–like pyramid. There was a view of the mountains to the north and the towers of the Palma cathedral to the south. Serra was sent there because the Franciscans were trying to see if the new entrant to the order could take its ascetic rigors before pronouncing solemn vows of self-denial a year hence.

It meant long swaths of spiritual reading, prayers, silence. No one was allowed to visit him; he could not write letters; letters that came were thrown away. At midnight, Serra was roused from sleep by his master, Antonio Corrio, to sing out the Compline in Gregorian chant. He had less godward tasks to do daily, such as sweep the floors, take out chamber pots full of excrement and urine to trenches in the woods, prepare the meals. But he came up literally short on one of the higher duties at Mass—turning the sizable sheepskin pages of the choir book with their large print and musical notes for the choir. In a word, he was too short to reach it. Serra was probably less than five feet at this point. He confessed to Palou, “When I was a novice I was always sickly and very small of body, so small I could not reach the choir rack.” He did serve Mass in other ways—answering the Latin of the priest, filling the cruets with wine and water, handing the priest the purificator, a white linen cloth on which the crumbs of Christ fell and with which the priest wiped his hands and mouth of the holy.

A year later, he puckishly conceded that a little miracle had occurred: “After making the vows I began to grow in strength and health and succeeded in reaching a medium stature.” It was hardly a growth spurt; Serra as a man was five foot two. But for him, that two-inch miracle was enough to convince him he had made the right choice. He echoed an Egyptian Jew who lived in the century before Christ: “All good things came to me with the coming of this.”

• • •

During his year of novitiate outside Palma in the dark grove, Miguel Serra read voraciously, a habit from early school days with the Franciscans in his native Petra. The same year two Spanish Franciscans were beatified—that is, made Blessed by the pope—almost four centuries after their martydoms. They were Brother Peter Duenas and Father John of Cetina. In 1397, the two had gone to the southern tip of Spain to evangelize the last remaining Moors of the peninsula, in Granada. They were promptly captured and beheaded. Peter Duenas was only nineteen, less than two years older than Serra at the time of beatification. Duenas’s grisly end may have shaken the novice; more likely, it moved him in the throes of his early zeal for Christ to thoughts of flinging himself away to far-off lands.

For Franciscans at the inception of their order, the far-off lands were those inhabited by Arabs. Serra read deeper into the mystical life of Raymond Lull (dead in Algeria) and, of course, St. Francis of Assisi (turned away empty-handed in Egypt and heartbroken as his own Crusaders raced to the slaughter). More and more, the Moors held a fascination for him as an Other, one he saw in arches all over Mallorca, and an Other lurking inside his own frail body, if not soul.

Slowly the Moor and the Indian, to whom Franciscans had been ministering in the New World for two centuries, elided in his vision of the “perfect” kind of imperfection—those who embodied fertile ground for Christ’s message of love and salvation. The recent beatifications of those trying to convert the Arabs (forget that the Arabs contained among them the earliest of all Christians, as did the Jews) echoed the canonization, when he was only thirteen, of a missionary to Peru, Francis Solano. A great celebration at the Bernardine monastery in Petra in 1726 marked the first naming of a saint in Serra’s young life. Born in Granada in 1549 (not long after that last bastion of the Moors fell), Francis Solano had a practice, when his Franciscan novices did wrong, of blaming himself. He used a natural disciplina, throwing himself through patches of cactus. Solano also ministered to the plague-stricken in Granada in 1583, many of them conversos, and even broke out with the buboes himself. But it was Solano’s mission to Peru and the Incas that fascinated Miguel Serra the most. In 1589, caught in a bad storm off the coast of Peru, Solano’s ship broke in two, drowning several blacks he had refused to leave when others abandoned ship. A gifted sermonist, Solano railed against the corruption of the new Spanish aristocracy.

Francis Solano’s attitude toward Blacks and Indians was “wonderful,” noted Father Agusti Boadus Llavat, chief Franciscan archivist in Barcelona. “He worked against slave traders.”

Though Serra did not speak in tongues or effect miracles by it, as Solano was said to have done, he had a beautiful singing voice, an echo of Solano’s mastery of the lute.

Chief among Serra’s other favorite saints were Augustine and Teresa of Avila—though for very different reasons. With Teresa, it was her long bout with sickness that emboldened suffering, something that the asthmatic Serra understood. With Augustine, the attraction was, as it had been for over a thousand years, vicarious sex. Augustine to pubescent Catholic boys of Serra’s generation was what “The Miller’s Tale” was to Chaucer’s contemporaries or Tropic of Cancer would be to Henry Miller’s in the twentieth century. Some intrepid Spanish seminarians of the era may have traded guffaws over the bawdier lyrics of the Roman poet Catullus or saucier passages in the vernacular of Cervantes. But for most, Augustine was it.

In the Confessions, Augustine scoffs that a celibate life would never be his. He famously loved, took a long-term mistress, and had a child out of wedlock. A Manichaean (who believed evil and good were equally strong in the world, led by an equally powerful God and Devil) and master rhetorician, Augustine’s pride—and sexual proclivities—kept him outside Christianity throughout his twenties into his early thirties. His mother, Monica—for whom Santa Monica in California is named and whose statue stands at the western terminus of Wilshire Boulevard in front of the Pacific Ocean—prayed for years for the turn of his soul, to no apparent effect. She even tried to set him up with a young bride to anchor his passions, but that didn’t work. Augustine understood that God existed, but it brought him no pleasure and no desire to join the Christian throng: “I was too weak to find my joy in you. I prated as if I was well-instructed, but I did not know enough to seek your way in Christ our Savior.” The climax of Augustine’s long spiritual ordeal comprises “one of the greatest pages in the entire psychology of religion.” It’s the moment he retreats to the umbrella of a fig tree, breaking into tears, sobbing, “How long? How long? Tomorrow and tomorrow? Why not now?” And then he hears the strangely simple, yet immortal Latin injunction, Tolle. Lege. “Pick it up. Read it.” It was a “voice of a boy or a girl, I know not which” coming from a nearby house in Milan where he had been teaching. To Augustine, it was nothing short of a divine directive, for he went into the house where he had been fitfully reading the Bible, opened it up randomly, stabbed his finger in a frenzy that landed on a passage of St. Paul and read it: “Let us walk becomingly as in the day, not in revelry and drunkenness, not in debauchery and wantonness, not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and as for the flesh, take no thought of its lusts.” Similar to St. Anthony, Augustine was stunned: “There was infused in my heart something like the light of full certainty and all the gloom of doubt vanished.” For Augustine, this conversion was directly related to a major turn away from “the flesh.”

As far as we know or can even divine, Serra didn’t experience a conversion of this sort. No doubt, with his love of the sun, the injunction just before the Pauline passage he stabbed may have hit him harder: “Lay aside the works of darkness, and put on the armor of light.” Just as Augustine gathered new Christians around him to guard him from despair when his mother suddenly died, Serra may have felt the call to the Franciscan community as a way out of nagging loneliness at the center of his island—and his parents’ hearts.

• • •

While at the Convent of Jesus outside Palma, Miguel Serra took up the reading of the immensely popular fourteenth-century classic, The Little Flowers of St. Francis (or Fioretti). The unknown author, who lived a generation after St. Francis in or near Assisi, had essentially taken down the most outlandish and inspiring of stories about Francis and the band of brothers he gathered around him. Serra could have taken his name from Brother Angelo, once a fearsome knight who kept his proud bearing as a friar. Leone would have been a dramatic name to adopt. Brother Leone’s astonished discovery of the stigmata on Francis’s feet, tearing off bandages to see the blood gushing from the wounds of Christ on his own companion, was enough to make the brother swoon that “he will be destroyed by the power of this love.” Instead, on the eve of his more formal profession of vows on the road to the priesthood, Miguel Serra chose Junípero, known as “the clown of God.”

It was a strange choice, as there wasn’t a clownish bone in little Miguel’s serious body. Even as he grew to manhood, and taught philosophy at the university in Palma, his own sense of humor had a decidedly stinging quality, like that of brilliant academicians. So who was this Brother Juniper who served as his namesake?

Certainly he was, in the best sense of the word, crazy. His antics included cutting off silver bells from the altar cloth at the main Franciscan monastery and giving them away to a beggar woman, walking half naked in the marketplace with a bundle of clothes on his head, going silent for six months, and cooking a meal for the friars he thought would last a fortnight all in one giant pot. Juniper threw in several live chickens without plucking them, and dozens of eggs in their shells. Repelled, the friars rebuked Juniper for wasting so much food. Juniper answered humbly, smiling ear to ear, that he was just trying to save time. Then he prostrated himself, begging them to cut out his eyes and then hang him, before he walked merrily away.

Once, when entering Rome to an admiring and growing throng who knew of his closeness to Francis, Brother Juniper spotted two children seesawing on what appears to have been a crude sawhorse. Brother Juniper gently moved one off, took his place on the plank, and began seesawing with the other. The crowd laughed and clapped. But Juniper didn’t get off or wave. He was totally entranced and kept doing it long after the crowd and even the child left. The emblematic story of Brother Juniper, however, concerns the pig’s foot.

One day a friar, racked by a painful illness, was asked by Juniper if there was anything he could get him to ease his pain.

“Oh, for a tasty pig’s foot!” the friar said.

Brother Juniper did not waste time. He grabbed a butcher’s knife from the priests’ kitchen, took off to a local wooded area where some pigs were foraging, and promptly cut off a foot. He ran back with the bloody stump, cooked it, salted it, and gave it to the fellow monk in his agony, who “ate it with avidity,” to Junípero’s delight.

The swineherd, however, was not impressed. He’d seen the apparently mindless butchery and ran to tell the lord of the estate, who soon followed the bloody trail to the Franciscan monastery and gave Francis a piece of his mind. For Francis, whose love of justice was acute, this was one prank too many. Apologizing, Juniper “flung himself on the man’s neck and embraced him,” an inspired Groucho. The lord was so moved he gave the entire pig to the monks, who had themselves one fine ham roast.

“Would to God, my brethren, that I had a forest of such Junipers!” Francis sighed. No surprise there is neither date nor place of birth for Brother Juniper; such people seem to have lit down from the empyrean. It was a blithe spirit young Serra hoped to call on.

And so after a year of his novitiate, on September 15, 1731, kneeling before the Franciscan provincial Antonio Perelló Moragues, Miguel Serra took the spiritual name of Junípero just before reciting vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience to the Franciscan order. An editor of Palou’s writings about Serra ventures that it was Brother Juniper’s “ready wit and epigrammatic speech” that appealed to Serra, but Brother Juniper’s “wit” was, if anything, burlesque, and his speech seems to have been marked not by epigram so much as utter guilelessness. At the end of his university philosophy lectures, Serra would typically praise the Trinity, Blessed Mother Mary, and then several saints, the last of whom was always Brother Juniper. He even carved a Brother Juniper woodblock to print holy cards as gifts. This “clown of God,” to him, was “the greatest exemplar of holy simplicity.” So it was simplicity he admired the most, “the Gift to be Simple,” as the Quakers memorably sang in the part of the New World that was least Spanish. The year Serra took his vows on Mallorca, half a world away Benjamin Franklin founded the first public library in the British colonies in Philadelphia. A year later, George Washington would be born.

Serra was not simple. In fact, he had none of the guilelessness of Brother Juniper, or that radical humility, and in his adult life he would chastise himself often in print and in front of others for harboring “pride” in his heart of hearts. In short, Brother Juniper was everything Serra was not. Perhaps he was forcing on himself an identity he longed for, but that continually escaped him—an Other, an innocent he would search for his whole life.

Serra was nearly eighteen years old when he took Moragues’s hands at the Convent of Jesus, and with a vision of blue surrounding him forever, he said in a raw voice, his eyes tearing from the incense, “I, Fray Junípero Serra, vow and promise to Almighty God, to the Blessed Virgin Mary, to Blessed Father Francis, to all the saints, and to you, Father, to observe the whole span of my life the rule of the Friars Minor confirmed by his Holiness, Pope Honorius III, by living in obedience, without property, and in chastity.”

In addition, an extra vow—peculiar to Mallorcan Franciscans—was spoken by Serra, to propagate the dogma not yet accepted by Rome, that is, that Christ’s mother, Mary, was “conceived without original sin from the first moment of her existence.” This put Mary almost on the same level as Christ; if not God herself, she was the mother of God and quite simply—perfect. To Catholics, only Christ and Mary were born spotless, with no bent even in the smallest way toward evil. Serra’s lifelong devotion to Mary and her Immaculate Conception was sealed. For a man fated to live among men, it was more than the normal nod toward the feminine. It was as solemn a vow as his priesthood.

• • •

On December 18, 1731, Serra completed his philosophy course with a flourish, scripting his conclusion like a funnel (or chalice) on his scroll, saluting “all the citizens of heaven” (including “the most special patron of my heart”—Bernardine of Siena), adding with a wry note: “Just as we finish the small logic, so [too] the great by the grace of God.” At the tip of the funnel he wrote boldly in a banner, “Friar Junípero Serra of the Minor Order, faithfully writing.” Touching the banner was a heart with five wounds (cinco llagas), Francis’s stigmata; but also a hint: faithful writing involved suffering.

Did the Franciscans have a special mark that attracted Serra above other monastic orders tracing themselves all the way back to St. Anthony of Egypt in the third century? He could have signed up with the Benedictines, one of the oldest orders, founded on Monte Cassino in 529 by a monk who stressed manual labor; the Carmelites, begun in 1206, may have been too brooding and mystical; but the famously bright Jesuits founded by Ignatius Loyola in 1534 may have appealed, if not the Dominicans started by Francis’s own friend, Dominic, in 1216, who reached their height with the great theologian and doctor of the church Thomas Aquinas and their nadir with the Inquisition’s Torquemada. However, though it may have been a close call philosophically with the “teaching order” Dominicans, Serra picked the Franciscans because the Franciscans picked him. They were his teachers in Petra at the Convent of St. Bernardine; they whisked him to their own in Palma. Serra loved stories of sacred brashness and humility, and St. Francis’s life spoke directly to him, as did Brother Juniper’s. They also appealed to his flair for the dramatic. The Franciscans’ zesty answer to the call to “set sail” in your life as a missionary tugged at an island person to whom the sea was ever-present and insistent. What may have cinched the deal: only one order was given protectorate of the Holy Places in Palestine, especially Jerusalem—the Franciscans. It is still so today.

Berkeley theologian Kenan Osborne reflects that Serra may have been attracted to three Franciscan predilections: the centrality of Jesus; the closeness to nature (the sun and moon as brother and sister); and the primacy of the Gospel (“Franciscans are attracted to the Gospel in almost a mystical way—not the way of Thomas Aquinas”). There is also the matter of Francis’s wariness of the mighty: “Franciscans were not interested in Catholic power. They loved a poor life in a small building.” Llavat adds, “The Franciscans are the most sympathetic to women and the poor of all the orders. It’s a political view, but true.”

• • •

Serra moved back to Palma, a changing if not changed young man. He was now a Franciscan, but not yet a priest. He couldn’t be one until he was twenty-four. That required six more years of college-level study, primarily in theology and philosophy. By November 1731, he had turned eighteen and was already launched in his cloistered college life. Each day before and after classes, he sang Matins and Vespers in the great Gothic church of San Francisco, “after the cathedral, Majorca’s prize ecclesiastical structure,” built in 1232, just when Mallorca was reconquered by James I of Aragon from the Muslims. In tandem with the laying of the original Convento de San Francisco cornerstone, the Franciscans had entered Mallorca from Italy only five years after the death of St. Francis. Though it was moved in 1278 farther inland from what may have been a mosquito-infested swamp, a place of sewage, or a hospice for poor souls infected with bubonic plague, the church of San Francisco was about as close as you could come in the eighteenth century to being one with Francis in Assisi in the thirteenth century. One imagines Serra walked in the stone silence; slowly the sun ignited flame in the 114 Gothic arches of San Francisco’s arcade. Arches flickered within arches. It must have set Junípero’s mind spinning, the visual accompaniment to the choir music he had just sung bouncing off the trefoil arches, the carp moving under the lily pads of the fountain, God at the gills.

It was all alive. The stone, the water, the arches, the light. It was a foursquare heaven. How could he increase such a thing?

Was his breathing heavy when he slid into the church itself? San Francisco’s thick mahogany, its twenty-three subaltars, glowed greenish in the candlelight. Everything holy was holding: the sixteenth-century statue of Nuestra Señora de Los Angeles holding the baby Jesus, himself holding the globe of the world; the thirteenth-century triptych of St. Ursula held in a boat bound for England with eleven thousand virgins, holding on to their heads, soon to be cut off; Raymond Lull’s crypt holding Serra’s hero; the 1611 mural of a giant holding an earthen glass, about to strike a blow to Lull, whose brow and beard hold the light, the Glow of Love. Did Junípero ask himself: And what will you hold?

• • •

On the winter solstice, December 21, 1731—the darkest day of the year—Serra left Palma to visit Santa Margarita just north of his hometown of Petra. There he bent his small head to the barber’s clippers, and the haircut he received was not stylish; a bowl-like opening was carved on top of his head, leaving a “monastic crown” of hair ringing his forehead and circling back above his ears to the base of his brain. It was the tonsure, Roman style. Tradition had it begun by St. Peter, as an imitation of Christ’s crown of thorns.

Serra took the opportunity to visit his parents and Juana, who was now fifteen and thinking of getting married. He let them call him Miguel, the name that was no longer his. He probably slept in a modest plank bed at home that did not have a square halo in the headboard (as is there today), though that image would have fit Serra. He went to Christmas Mass with his family at St. Peter’s in Petra. He visited with the friars who had first taught him at San Bernardino. And in early January 1732, he returned to Palma in a horse cart, his newly bald pate stinging with cold, his breath visible. As he traveled, the sun grew stronger, burning off the fog. All around in the green pastures, almond trees, those amatllers of his childhood, festooned with blossomed light.

Back in Palma, Serra’s studies continued. His entering class at the Convento de San Francisco had thirty-three students, many seminarians like him, but also lay students from across the island. Among his studies were logic, dialectics, metaphysics, cosmology; by 1735, he was studying a moral theology course devoted to “Conscience,” with Buenaventura Amoros. That same year Serra grew entranced by Pedro Vaquer’s intense, mystical course, “Habitual Grace.”

Serra constructed a deft model of the universe with movable paper discs of the various planets in orbit. However, Serra placed not the sun but the earth in the center of things, Ptolemy-style. (Good farmer’s son that he was, he drew a tiny cow munching meadow grass on the central figure of the earth.) Was Serra rejecting Copernicus? Some think so; it may also have been an assignment. One Franciscan theologian wasn’t convinced this school project was determinative: “Serra was not medieval; some scholars who say so are anti-Catholic.”

In addition to study in Raymond Lull, St. Francis, Aquinas, Augustine, and the other doctors of the church, seminarian Serra began to discover on his own the writings of María de Agreda, one of the most unusual figures the Catholic Church has ever known. Sor María was born in Agreda, Spain, in 1602, and though quite beautiful—“handsome of face, very fair of color, with a slight rosy tinge and large black eyes”—she became a Conceptionist nun at sixteen. Her visionary geography, Face of the Earth, which drew on an Arab cosmographer known as Alphraganus, reflected a Franciscan “amazement in the face of beauty and immensity of Creation.” Her fellow sisters would testify that they watched Sor María levitating in ecstatic prayer, as had Teresa of Avila.

But what really drew Serra to María de Agreda was her claim that she bilocated, that is, she regularly visited the New World without ever leaving her hometown in Spain. Whether she flew there or just vanished and reappeared, she said she got there, apparently arriving in the region known today as New Mexico. In 1629, fifty Jumano Indians approached the first priests arriving in Isleta, requesting baptism. The priests were astonished. How do you know about this, they asked. They responded they had been directed by a “Lady in Blue,” as María was soon to be known. They identified her from the painting of another Conceptionist nun, remarking on her blue cape, except that “their” nun was younger and more beautiful. María de Agreda was twenty-seven at the time and, though she had never left her hometown, she described in great detail the leader of the Jumano Indians who arrived that day for baptism.

Whether it was her early enrapt witness of a play by Lope de Vega or being forced by her parents to an “exceedingly straight and narrow path” of daily contemplative prayer, Sor María certainly developed a highly imaginative mind, if not wings, later expressing puzzlement as to how it actually happened, wondering if an angel “went for me.” She also wrote an unusual, abstruse, and yet ecstatic four-volume novelistic meditation on the life of Mary, Christ’s mother, The Mystical City of God. In it, María intensely reflects on the life of the Blessed Mother, but she also speaks closely and mystically of a concern Serra expressed from his early days—Why Creation? Why did God start all this in the first place? What need had he, if he already had everything? Aquinas could tell us how—the First Cause Uncaused. It was logical. But Aquinas did not address why, though he hinted at the insistence of his giving nature. María de Agreda said she held “in my lukewarm heart” two things “in wonder and inflame it unto annihilation.” The first was “the inclination and urgent desire” of God “to communicate his Divinity and the treasures of His grace.” The other was the “unspeakable and incomprehensible immensity of the good gifts.” She argued that God had to create by his nature and infinity: “It is much more natural that He communicate gifts and graces, than that fire should ascend, or the stone should gravitate towards its center, or that the sun should diffuse its light.” To María, God not only created; he was creation.

This kind of thinking—not to mention her claims of flying off to the New World—brought María under examination of the Inquisition as a witch, if not a pantheist. The descendant of Jewish conversos, she nonetheless escaped her accusers, and her magnum opus has since been published all over the world in many languages.

His mind perhaps filled with Sor María and her flights west, Serra walked the streets of Palma on Sunday afternoons after Mass, some of his only free moments in the week. He walked the Old Quarter, called Medina Mayurka by the Muslims, and entered the old Arab baths, just to see the tiny aperture in the peak of the ceiling. He may have imagined that the body could be cleansed but the spirit still caked, still wanting to go through that blazing hole to its origin. If he went down to the sea past the fishmongers throwing their sardines into tubs, did he smile at the children along the quay, the drunken boatman with his missing teeth, the sun a communion above Africa?

As if insisting that he was, indeed, a Mallorcan, Serra ended notes for his last college class on June 23, 1737, “Fray Junípero Serre” in a funnel-like flourish, using the old Mallorquín spelling of his last name. “Today I finished my studies,” he wrote flatly. That last class, fittingly enough, was on “Angels” as treated by Raymond Lull. He was ready to fly as a priest.

But priests are not angels; their wings may even be heavier than others’ as they take on not only their own frailties but those of all humankind in the confessional. Added to the weight of Serra’s final acceptance of Holy Orders, the sacrament that consecrates a priest in the Catholic Church, is the fact that the date of Serra’s ordination is not clear. Geiger calls it “an unsolved mystery concerning the most important event of his life.” He surmises that while most of his fellows who entered seminary with him received Holy Orders on May 31, 1737, Serra had not yet achieved the minimal age of twenty-four. So it appears he had to wait until at least his birthday in November, and most likely was consecrated without them.

There is another possibility. Recently uncovered Spanish documents “put away under lock and key in a closet” and translated for the first time reveal that Serra himself was disciplined by the Inquisition. On January 27, 1738, either in a sermon or one of his last seminary papers, Serra had included ardent assertions of Mary’s Immaculate Conception and graphic descriptions of Christ’s Passion. The Holy Tribunal in the person of Antonio Salas ordered such references stricken or curtailed and the documents themselves turned over, “collected with discretion in the least noisy way.”

Serra was not given faculties to hear confessions until February 1739. That’s a long period after Geiger’s estimate of a November 1737 solo ordination. And it shows how far Serra would go to buck orthodoxy for what he believed.

But somewhere between winter 1737 and winter 1739, it happened. Prostrate on the cold sandstone cobbles of Convento de San Francisco, Serra heard the Lord knocking his rib cage, even as his knees stung against the floor. Nose to Brother Stone, maybe he thought: Thank you, hard pillow. The bishop’s incensor above him shook in its brass chains; the smoke made him want to sneeze. Brother Sneeze. Hurting stone.

He was made a priest alone.


CHAPTER THREE

A PROFESSOR, WANTING

To fall into a habit is to begin to cease to be.

—MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO

[image: Image]

Convento de San Francisco, Palma, Mallorca, Serra’s pulpit as a young priest.

There was probably never a more bookish conquistador than Junípero Serra, and perhaps it is appropriate that he has been called “the last of the conquistadors.” Not only would he be the last Spaniard to enter the untouched territories of the native peoples of North America, he would take to them the mind-set of someone used to speaking with young people about great theological, philosophical, and historical topics, who himself was college-educated and a college professor. But from the start, Serra was a priest and teacher uncomfortable with election. After two quiet years hearing confessions and preaching around the island, the young priest became a librarian at the Convento de San Francisco. He said an Epiphany Mass on January 6, 1740, in Algaida, staring up with his leg of mutton afterward at Mount Randa, where Raymond Lull had lived as a hermit five centuries earlier. There Lull had “read” the runes on the mata escrita (a common bush on the mountain) that became his masterwork, Ars Magna.

Even when on January 9, 1740, at the age of twenty-seven, Serra was officially commissioned to teach at San Francisco, he preferred that his students refer to him and to each other as los condiscípulos (fellow students), though almost certainly they called him Padre. However, the affectionate greeting of mi condiscípulo! (with its echo of the original disciples of Christ) stuck with Serra and his first fateful students after they became priests themselves, “even on another continent, and until their last members died.”

Seventeen-year-old Francisco Palou and nineteen-year-old Juan Crespí, two students in Serra’s first class of twenty-eight, would remain with him for life. Both followed him to the New World, Palou becoming Serra’s first biographer.

Unlike Serra, who was a child of the interior, Palou and Crespí were born and raised in Mallorca’s chief port, Palma, and had known each other since childhood. They ran down Palma’s sunstruck, windy streets to the peal not only of iron and bronze church bells, but the brass bells of ships harboring. As Palou later put it, “We grew up together as children and studied together almost from our ABCs until we finished theology.”

Crespí seems not to have been the best student. He had problems with memorization, composition, and sentence structure. Rather generously, Geiger ventures that Crespí “made up in industry what he lacked in retentiveness.” A grinder, full of energy, always in motion, Crespí may not have been an entirely bad companion. Teachers can be drawn to students who make charming mistakes, and Crespí, whose strong Catalán-Balearic accent endeared him to that proud Mallorcan Serra, had made plenty, to the point that one scholar thought he suffered mild retardation.

The blue-eyed, black-haired, voluble Crespí—who wrote with a flurry of exclamation points that Serra, one by one, removed—recalled the Brother Juniper that Junípero himself wanted to be. He took to his seminary studies a “dove-like candor,” according to Palou. Nicknamed Beato (blessed one) by childhood friends, Crespí evidently made the taciturn Serra smile from that first class in Palma through the coldest days in Carmel.

Palou, taller than both Serra and Crespí, was the youngest of the trio, and was drawn to Serra from the start, startled by the deep voice that came from his small body. Serra’s intense elucidations of Aristotle’s philosophy, not to mention the difficult Duns Scotus (the medieval philosopher) and the mystical webs of María de Agreda, had Palou stuck to his teacher long after they left the classroom. Each seemed to know what the other was thinking before he said it; they grew to a “mutual love,” said Palou, greater than blood relatives. “I was the object of his very special affection,” Palou admitted.

Interestingly, we don’t know anything about the content of Serra’s first philosophy “Class Extraordinaire” from Palou or Crespí, or any of the sixty students who attended Serra’s classes over the next three years at the lectern of the Convento de San Franciso. With one exception.

Francisco Noguera’s 808 pages of notes on Serra span his entire three years at San Francisco and rest in the San Felipe Library in Palma. Unlike his fervent confreres, whose paper trails disappeared on the way to or in the New World, Noguera stayed put on Mallorca, where his papers stayed, too. The lectures he dutifully took down—many in Latin—contain close studies of logic and are filled with comments on Aristotle, Aquinas, Augustine, Raymond Lull, and particularly Duns Scotus.

Serra welcomed his first class: “My most beloved students, the long-awaited and much desired day has dawned for us on which we begin the labors of the three forthcoming years in the exercise of philosophy’s dialectics.” Quickly it became apparent three things dominated Serra’s philosophical concerns: “mental light,” a fear of the Lord, and devotion to Blessed Mother Mary. He urged his students to see no contradictions in the worlds of science, philosophy, and theology, echoing the beginning of John’s Gospel: “Walk in that light worthily that you may be sons of Him who is Light itself and in Whom there is no darkness.” John’s reference to Christ as “the Word” appealed to Serra, who wanted students to sense the power of language to echo the Creator, as well as conquer evil. You not only are what you say; you are by saying. At the same time, like Augustine, Serra would come to know the limits of mere rhetoric.

Fear of the Lord was “the beginning of wisdom” and evil and sin the antithesis of wisdom. Serra’s sense of the physicality of sin—that sin was a bodily thing, hence, no doubt, sexual—was probably taken from Augustine, whose sense of the snares of concupiscence—plain old desire—was acute, having himself given in to it for so long outside of marriage. In this view abstinence and sensuality are not opposite; in fact, they may be related (as are promiscuity and the dulling of sensuality). Romantic poetry, certainly in its Germanic root with the myth of Tristan and Isolde—required separation, if not distance: Tristan lies with Isolde, but only after putting a sword between them. For Serra, the primary owner of a philosophy that combined art and love was none other than Duns Scotus, who taught that love “adds beauty beyond the natural goodness” and that “the divine ear . . . takes delight at the beautiful harmony of the music of human love and goodness.” In short, a good act is a work of art, and vice versa: “In Scotus, there is something performative about a good act. Every morally good act is unique, as is a person.”

Serra recommended María de Agreda’s obsession with the Immaculate Conception of Jesus’ mother, Mary: “Devotion to her as a Scotist I commend to you as other Scotists, and by means of it God will aid you in all things to prosper.” Also, as a Scotist, Serra hoped his students had become distinct souls: “To Scotus, God did not create human beings, but individuals with names. Individualism is very big in Scotus.” Finally, at the end of three years’ study, Serra said good-bye. “I am no longer your professor, but your humble servant,” and told them to “sing out” those lines of Virgil: “Jove will soon dispose to future good/Our past and present woes.” Serra favored those who plowed their darkness into the soil for a better harvest.

And yet, Serra’s attaching himself so forcefully to María de Agreda’s “spotlessness” may indicate a fear of spots—that is, evil. We don’t know where this fear comes from, as it seems that as a child and young man Serra wasn’t exposed to it. The rampancy of infant mortality in his own family and throughout the island—spots? Perhaps the dispiriting decline of the Spanish Empire qualified for a sort of evil, or the Inquisition itself, which evidenced for Serra both evil and mercy.

For a time in his late twenties and early thirties, Serra examined book manuscripts waiting for the Church’s imprimatur to see if they conformed to Church doctrine. As such, he served occasionally as a comisario, or an auxiliary commissioner of the Inquisitional office, on Mallorca. By then (the 1740s), the Inquisition was long past its terrifying heights 250 years before (the bloodiest days in Spain of the Grand Inquisitor Torquemada were from its inception in 1480 to 1530). Inquisition historian Henry Kamen estimated two thousand people were killed under the Inquisition in its most feverish years before 1530. Here the elision of Others—Moor, Jew, and Indian—Old World to not-so-New World was hardly positive.

In 1700–1746, the twilight years of the miserable institution (certainly the blackest chapter in the history of the Catholic Church), no one was executed on Mallorca by the Inquisition, and eleven who were brought to trial were released with penances. This is not to exonerate the murderers because their crimes had decreased dramatically by the eighteenth century; this is to say that Serra as a boy and as a young priest before he left Mallorca for the New World could not have witnessed anyone burned at the stake or otherwise killed by the Inquisition on his native island.

Still, historian Steven Hackel is rather inquisitional: “Was [Serra] aware of the ability of the Inquisition to destroy people in the pursuit of religious orthodoxy? Certainly. Was he aware of the fate of Mallorca’s Jews and crypto-Jews? Certainly.” Maybe. Maybe not. But even if he was, it is still a leap to say he approved—especially this late in the decline of the Inquisition—of its worst crimes. Everything about his philosophical affinities with Raymond Lull and St. Francis—who both insisted on “peaceful” missions to the Moors—as well as the emphasis on mercy and the beauty of good acts in the teachings of Duns Scotus indicates that the blind fury and vengeance of the Inquisition would have had rather the opposite effect on Serra.

Serra knew, of course, that Mallorca had an old Jewish community. The Convento de San Francisco—Serra’s residence for eighteen years before leaving—was near the Jewish quarter of Palma, where St. Eulalia’s was an active converso parish. A synagogue once stood near the Convent of Jesus on the outskirts of the city where Serra took his vows. After a 1652 plague took the lives of up to 20 percent of Mallorca’s population, the island’s financial fortunes climbed upward, and some 1,500 Jews and marranos (conversos) “formed the backbone of Palma’s commercial class.” It was not long before “these people found themselves targeted.” Hounded by Inquisitional authorities, hundreds were rounded up in 1679, suspected of faking their Christianity, though the subtext was probably of a more mundane nature: resentment over their prosperity. The seizure of property, according to historian Henry Kamen, was among the worst in the history of the Inquisition and, according to one anthropologist, the “medieval Catholicism” that dominated the countryside didn’t help matters.

In Serra’s time a terrifying painting hung at the Church of Santo Domingo that depicted a group of Jews in different stages of abased judgment, including wearing the sabenitos cap.

While Serra’s role with the Inquisition in Mallorca was tangential, it was still a troubling one. It is not clear whether he was assigned the task of thumbing through manuscripts that conformed to Catholic doctrine and those that did not, or if he chose the task. One theologian felt “Serra was chosen because of his superior education on a very small island.” In 1742, when he was teaching at the seminary and working on his doctorate in theology at the Lullian University in Palma, he could not have been in a position to decline such a task, being under a vow of obedience. He could have also taken it as an opportunity to assume greater responsibility in the Church and tamp down any lingering doubts about his own murky lineage. Serra’s affection for two places where such obsession about lineage could be thrown off, Andalusia and California—the former lost, the latter not yet discovered—points to his affinity for land where such strict lines were not feared or even drawn.

Serra’s affinities for the tolerance embodied by Andalusia soon become obvious in sermons in which he pointedly refers to acceptance of Muslims by the Christian king of Aragon, Alfonso I. Serra’s own multifaith blood, as well as the peaceful missions of two of his strongest heroes, St. Francis and Raymond Lull, to the Muslims of North Africa, would also have inclined him toward, if not equality, coexistence of faiths. He had to have felt conflicted that the Inquisition, even in its twilight days, followed perhaps the longest, most culturally rich experience in religious tolerance in history, when Muslims, Christians, and Jews enjoyed three hundred years of relative tranquillity in Andalusia (from roughly 756 and the fall of Córdoba to Abd al-Rahman to 1082, when Alfonso VI of Castile seized Toledo, upsetting the balance severely). The mystery of its very name—al-Andalus in Arabic—evokes wonder: lux in Latin and the luz in Spanish shimmer with light.

At the hub of Andalusia at the beginning of the tenth century was the astonishing city of Córdoba. The Great Mosque of Córdoba, begun by Abdulrahman I in 785 and completed in the tenth century, “recapitulates the artistic history of Spain in a way that no other structure can possibly do.” The writer was being literal; many of its original 1,200 pillars (only eighty still exist) were not just copies, but original Roman, Byzantine, Visigoth, and Carthaginian pillars from lands spanning North Africa to Constantinople. The vertiginous effect of these flickering columns of the ancient and medieval worlds is captured beautifully by Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes:

The mosque offers the sensation of walking through a centerless vision of the infinite, where God and man can be imagined ceaselessly searching for each other in a cool labyrinth, each depending on the other to continue the unfinished task of creation. The forest of stone pillars seems to be changing constantly. . . . Indeed, all things have to be reimagined at this, one of the most marvelous and stimulating buildings in the world.

Andalusia was not perfect; as Yale professor María Rosa Menocal notes, what golden age is? Jews and Christians were watched over by Muslims as dhimmi, or “people of the book,” the “protected ones,” but they had to pay a special tax. Historian Richard Fletcher speaks of “hygienic apartheid” in the baths (nine hundred in Córdoba alone), where Jews, Muslims, and Christians had their own days for bathing. Still, Andalusia was the apex of that dream of communion between the three great monotheisms that so animated St. Francis, to some extent Raymond Lull, and perhaps Serra himself. Its advances in the economic, architectural, scientific, artistic, intellectual, and spiritual realms were unprecedented. Muslim gold flowed into Christian lands and built many of the medieval castles in Spain. The great Arab love of textiles created five thousand looms, weaving multicolored, spangled cloths of silk, linen, wool, and cotton hardly seen in Spain before, except among nobles. Methods of irrigation unknown to Europeans brought gardens to flower and orchards of oranges and lemons Europe had never tasted on its own soil.

What was done with water alone was astounding, both beautiful and practical. The Muslim practice of wudu, or bathing of the feet before prayer, was especially poignant for people who originated in a desert and for whom water was gold. The result was the inclusion of the tiled fountain and its hypnotic spray that adorned every courtyard in mosque or manor.

The caliph’s library at Córdoba had 400,000 volumes, in contrast to the largest library in all of Christian Europe outside Spain, which had no more than four hundred. Catalogues alone formed forty-four volumes, and that wasn’t even the only library; there were sixty-nine others. Clearly, Andalusians were not just people of the Book; they were in love with books, a romance buttressed by the new paper factory near Valencia, itself a product of Muslim ingenuity and northern wood.

Intellectually, Paris exploded with interest in the Averroes (Ibn Rushd) version of Aristotle, a renaissance before the Renaissance, which reconciled two often opposed disciplines: theology and the philosophy of science. This “double truth,” as Fuentes calls it, “became one of the hallmarks of modern thought.” Twinned with the Arab Averroes, the esteemed Jewish doctor and scholar Maimonides wrote in Arabic and reconciled Judaism with Greek philosophy. Both Cordobans, Averroes and Maimonides were two great arches of the same aqueduct.

Not all historians see Andalusia as a pinnacle of human history. Fletcher calls it “a myth of the modern liberal imagination,” asserting that “thoroughly dismissive attitudes to Christians and Jews may be found in the Arabic literature of al-Andalus.” Yet even during Andalusia’s steep descent from tolerance (under the Almoravids and Almohads), in 1246 the mother of Ferdinand III—the king of Castile and vanguard of the Reconquista—was laid in her coffin with her head on a magenta pillow embroidered with holy sayings in Arabic calligraphy.

The logical extension of the eclipse of Andalusia from its multicultural heights was the Crusades, launched by Pope Urban II in 1095 from his perch in France. Soon both Jews and Arabs were in hiding, if not retreat, throughout Spain. The chimera of social purity—especially seductive in hard times—seems to be one of society’s greatest temptations, and it was, once again, a great tragedy that Andalusia’s flowering trellis of communities of faith and race ended in a stripping of that flower for a dream of a pure garden. The drive for fanatical purity that was the Crusades reached its worst moment in the Inquisition in Spain. Launched in 1480, it was the polar opposite of the entrepreneurial and intellectual culture of Andalusia or the spirit of Christianity itself. Though hardly seen this way at the time by its proponents, it was in fact the anti-Christ.

• • •

The first Inquisition in Europe actually had nothing to do with Jews or Arabs, but with Christians of a different bent, the Cathars of southern France. In the twelfth century, Pope Lucius III declared an inquisition against those who held the Albigensian heresy (for the town of Albi near Toulouse). These people, also called Cathars, believed in two gods—one ruled the physical world and one ruled the spirit. The Cathars were the first free lovers, though the “free” they lived had a good deal more distance and propriety in it than the “free” we live. You usually don’t strum a ballad on a lute while in bed.

The Spaniards took the Albigensian inquisition to new lows. The Spanish Inquisition was established by Ferdinand and Isabella, the married monarchs of Spain. It was a document that underwrote a political lunge, nothing less. Under cover of religious fervor was greed for land and power. The Catholic Church, already battling Moors in the Holy Land, was a natural instrument for this purpose. Ferdinand and Isabella united Aragon and Castile, respectively. Protecting their lands from potential “fifth columns” of people whose religion they suspected as compromising their allegiance to the Crown was, besides the land itself, a second reason for the Inquisition. Lastly, and perhaps the most cogent of all, was money. The Jews and the Arabs owned a lot of land and property, and they had the most money. As early as 1484, a woman from Ciudad Real, Catalina de Zamora, was brought to trial after mouthing something too close for comfort: “This Inquisition that the fathers are carrying out is as much for taking property from the conversos as for defending the faith.” Some estimate ten million ducats were seized in the first forty years of the Inquisition. A common saying in the vernacular in Spain at the time was “The goods are the heretics.”

Just before the final expulsion of Arabs, all Jews were ordered expelled from Andalusia in 1483. Some witnesses thought hundreds of thousands left, but Inquisition historian Henry Kamen puts the figure much lower—about 50 percent of Spain’s eighty thousand Jews left, some to Italy, more to North Africa and other reaches of the Ottoman Empire, as well as the New World. By 1530 (again, the high-, or low-, water mark of the Inquisition), two thousand people had been killed by decree of Suprema tribunals, the vast majority of whom were Jews. Kamen estimates five thousand killed in total (including also moriscos, heretics, and even bigamists) under the three-hundred-year reign of Spanish terror.

• • •

Most of the eighteenth century saw a great decline in Inquisition activity; the ideas of the Enlightenment—Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire—about the rights of man and egalitarianism inevitably spread into Spain, such that previously submerged critiques of the Inquisition began to be published and widely read as early as 1759. About the time of Serra’s scrutinizing manuscripts for the Suprema (the 1740s), “The Holy Office had come to be a species of commission for book censorship, nothing more.” The list of foreign authors banned is a stellar one, including Ovid, William of Ockham, Rabelais, Erasmus, Dante, and Thomas More (known as Tomás Moro), who, as much a speak-truth-to-power advocate as Serra would become, also favored Duns Scotus in his teaching. Thomas More was not the only censored writer of the Inquisition who would later be declared a saint. Still, most of the great Spanish authors’ run-ins with the Inquisition were as cursory as they were inevitable. Only one line was deleted from Cervantes’s Don Quixote; the work of the poet Luis de Góngora was repeatedly inspected, but only minor parts removed. Censorship, according to Kamen, although “imposing in theory was unimpressive in practice.” In 1774, explorer, scientist, and anthropologist Alejandro Malaspina openly taught Royal Navy officers in Cádiz several works banned by the Inquisition: “The ban apparently stimulated rather than discouraged Iberian readers.”

That is the climate under which Junípero Serra took up book manuscripts. It was dolorous duty and probably recognized as futile, if not foolish.

• • •

As quiet as Serra’s life seemed to be shaping up, life in Mallorca was not. As the eighteenth century moved to its midpoint, the fiercely independent Spanish island was rocked by epidemics, drought, an increasingly lawless clamp on its draftable young men, heavy taxation by authorities in Castile, and the deaths of many island leaders, as well as the hated king of Spain, Philip V (who was replaced by someone even more hated, Ferdinand VI). Life in Palma seemed a heart-shaking series of funeral processions, afflictions of nature, and manic parades of military victory over Muslims in North Africa.

On March 13, 1739, while Serra was tending to his library, the governor of Mallorca died. On the hour every hour for a day and night, the great eleven-ton bell N’Eloi rang out from the cathedral playing “Na Barbara,” an old dolorous melody in honor of St. Barbara. It took thirteen bell ringers to move the 1389-vintage iron monster N’Eloi. In grim duet with the cathedral, a cannon was shot on the hour into the harbor. A week later, on March 21, Serra found himself in a sandstone wall-to-wall funeral procession to La Seu, representing the Convento de San Francisco, along with two bronze artillery pieces, eight braying mules kicking up their black cloths, two companies of huffing soldiers, priests and friars from the Dominicans, Jesuits, Franciscans murmuring Latin, twelve torches, the coffin lined with black velvet trimmed in gold that contained Don Patricio Laules himself, dead in his blue uniform with red clasps, and finally four horses stained with blood.

Despite this, Serra moved upward. While teaching seminarians at Convento de San Francisco he studied for his doctoral degree at the Lullian University, established in 1673 in honor of Mallorca’s own Raymond Lull. An easy seven-minute walk from his lodgings at San Francisco, the Lullian University was one block up from the cathedral at the juncture of Calle San Roque and Estudio General, narrowing in the oldest place in Palma.

On August 5, 1741, the year before Serra received his doctorate in theology, something happened with two ardent hearts on the island that set all tongues wagging.

The lieutenant of the Oran Regiment—the Mallorcan unit that had conquered the Algerian city of that name for the Spanish Crown nine years before, to raucous fiestas and parades lasting through the summer—ran away with a nun. They rushed “out through the gutter under the king’s orchard to the sea,” the nun in man’s dress, stealing away in a French boat (it had to be French) two hundred miles south across the sea to Cartagena on the mainland. The plot wasn’t quite Anna Karenina, but it was close. The unlikely lovers certainly had their devil’s bargain—five passionate weeks in the hot port. But if Lieutenant Manuel Bustillo thought the Moors were a tough match in Oran, he had not yet met the bishop of Palma, who hunted the couple down with a naval party in a three-sailed jabeque complete with cannon on September 15, bringing Don Manuel in irons back to Palma. Sister Isabel was literally gotten to a nunnery—her own—sentenced to four years inside its walls and a dubiously enforced silence for the rest of her life.

On May 4, 1742, around the time Serra bent his head to receive the doctoral regalia over his red robe in the great cathedral, its huge rose window ablaze, Manuel Bustillo bent his head into the dip of a chopping block. The condemned man, an engineer, had helped carve out a slot for the blade in the wood block that was previously used to cut cheese. He was brought out atop a mule covered in black, beating his chest with a cross he gripped nervously, calling out with dry mouth for God’s forgiveness. No one knows if Serra was there, but the nun’s affair with the lieutenant was the talk of the island for ten months. The handsome Bustillo appears to have been greatly admired, even loved (“a noble gentleman”), and his long incarceration caused diarist Nicolás Ferrer to speculate “that the people would try and free him,” with as much as ten thousand pounds sterling (or libras) offered for his release.

When the sun dropped into the sea, the sea wind was not strong enough to obliterate the sound of the blade coming down, “shooting the head three feet away.”

Not long before, a Moor who killed a priest had had his hand chopped off and hooked on the Guixeria Gate; and now the gentle lieutenant’s head was rolling in sand toward the port, its blood pouring out. These were hardly celebrations of the Intellect.

In 1744, just as Fra Junípero ascended (unanimously) the Scotist Chair in Philosophy at the Lullian University, a plague swept over the island “like a flame.” Over ten thousand people died, as many as thirty a day, and they died quickly—five days from symptoms to death. Resistant to just about every kind of treatment, from fierce sweats, to purgatives, to bleeding, the plague left the village of St. Eugenia east of Palma practically empty; one piece of property there changed owners eight times in twenty days. The epidemic lasted into March of the following year.

Thus Serra began his five-year-long stint in one of the most honored chairs as a university professor, battling with the sublime as wailing, stinking flesh, and open sores erupted through the city. He was beloved by students, and presided at or oversaw in committee over a hundred final examinations for the bachelor’s and doctoral degrees in theology. Sadly, but tellingly, Junípero left little record of his university career, and hardly ever referred to it later. According to Palou, Serra’s eloquence, not just in class, but in giving sermons throughout the island on feast days, was becoming legendary. He was much sought after—by village congregations and religious orders as much as the university community. This common touch was not common for a Lullian professor.

Serra’s excellence did what it can do in the academy: spawn jealousy. In April 1744, Dr. Miquel Ramonell, a fellow professor, stood up and castigated Serra in cryptic language as he was overseeing three-day theology exams: “He [Ramonell] protested and does now protest to the said Father Junípero Serra, catedrático [head of a department], that in this examination as well as in future ones, the precedence he seeks to obtain cannot serve him in any way by prepossession nor can the said Father Junípero maintain any possessory right thereto.” It’s not certain what such gobbledygook meant, but what we know for sure is that after the incident Serra’s name moved from fourth from the last on the list of examiners to fourth from the top, just above Ramonell’s. Clearly, Serra had been favored over Ramonell as a master of exams.

• • •

At some point in 1744, probably as the leader of a week’s retreat, Serra gave a series of four sermons to the Claretian Sisters in their Convento de Santa Clara. Serra’s closeness to women was evident in his bond with his only living sibling, Juana, and his respect for holy women, such as María de Agreda and the Blessed Mother herself. (Serra also grew up at a time when the handiwork of women caused textile exports from Mallorca to triple.) The four sermons to the Claretian nuns are the only ones we have of hundreds, if not thousands, Serra gave on his home island in Spain, in Mexico, and ultimately in California. And yet, perhaps due to their complex mix of Latin and Mallorquín Spanish—not to mention their challenging, even strange theology—they were not translated until 1989. If Serra gave these four homilies to the nuns before Professor Ramonell’s tempest in a teapot at the university, one can imagine Serra’s spirit undergoing a severe deflation, moving, as it would have, from the sublime to the ridiculous. If the homilies occurred after the silly accusations, Serra may have launched into them with great spiritual gusto and gratitude, leaving Ramonell’s envy, in a sense, in his wake.

Likewise, the sermons—steeped in God’s mercy and love—came to the Claretians at a needy time. Like everyone else, they must have been appalled by the Bustillo-Isabel affair—more by the nun’s punishment of complete silence, perhaps, than her love of the lieutenant. Circulating in the new undercurrents of the Enlightenment, the poetry of Sor Juana, the brilliant Mexican nun—“I suffer in loving and being loved”—was at its height of popularity in Spain, and the Claretians would have understood its erotic tensions. On the other hand, they may also have been privy to stories about the extremely misogynistic, if not crazy, Father Barcia, who at the end of the seventeenth century tried to lock up all the women in Mexico City in a convent completely blocked from any exit to or entrance of men. Predictably, most of those caught in this bizarre padre’s net were prostitutes, actresses, and tightrope walkers—in short, women who had no protection. Their men set siege to the convent, freeing the ladies, who ran off “telling the good father if this was heaven they preferred hell.” Barcia went completely insane, trying to kill himself by jamming suppositories of holy water up his rear end.

That was the Age of the Baroque in extremis, the sacred and profane so entangled as to strangle each other. Knowing of these pulls on the faith of the Claretians, Serra had to steer a difficult course between their call to love God and their need to love man. Both could be fearful. Serra, then thirty-three, Christ’s age when he was crucified, had his own magnetism.

Serra plowed four deep furrows of spiritual ground he felt could help the nuns face the miseries piling up on Mallorca. In that, of course, he was certainly plowing the dark territory of his own fears. The four subjects, probably taken up on four separate days, were: listening for God’s voice; the lightness of his yoke or Law; the meaning of suffering; and finally, and almost symphonically, God’s boundless mercy.

The sermons are punctuated by exclamations at critical moments of revelation: “Christians!” Not Catholics, mind you. Not Sisters. Christians—that is, all those seeking the meaning of that strange man among men named Christ. The sermons are an unusual combination of the incantatory and epistemological. They contain both song and logic, reverie and close intellectual inspection. They are filled with allusions to the Old and New Testaments, many saints, philosophers such as Aristotle; they also revel in luminous anecdotes that have a touch of the wry. Finally, for a friar supposedly caught up, as is sometimes claimed, in the Counter-Reformation, there is a surprising absence of fire and brimstone.

The first sermon—about God’s quiet voice—paradoxically begins with an exclamation: “What a difference between a harsh, strict and terrible temper, and a good, loving, sweet and gentle disposition!” For a priest with fifty-two nuns and nine novices staring up at him to commence not with theology but with psychology was daring.

Serra straightaway launches into a political anecdote, not about Alfonso VI of Castile, who leveled the Moors at Toledo and brought down Andalusia, but Alfonso I of Aragon, whose rules (fueros) in 1119 governing Christianized Arabs (mudejars) of Tudela were refreshingly humane: “The Mudejars were to be governed by an official of their own choosing according to the conventions of Islamic law ‘as in the time of the Moors.’ They were permitted freedom of worship. They were guaranteed possession of their property, freedom of movement, freedom to buy and sell.” Serra admitted to the nuns that “some of the grandees thought his indulgence was too great. His answer to them was: ‘I prefer to win over many with my mercy than to lose some . . . with severity and harshness.’” Serra was an exacting student of Spanish—and Andalusian—political history, even before he unwrapped his considerable theological erudition. His selection also demonstrates two important aspects of his personality: he knew how to play to his audience; and second, he was not a fundamentalist Christian. In reality, his life was lived in the trench between the Counter-Reformation and the Enlightenment, both chronologically and spiritually, being pulled sometimes back, sometimes forward, often caught in the perilous, fertile middle.

Throughout the first sermon (and indeed all four), Psalm 33 repeatedly echoes its sensual refrain: Gustate et videte quoniam suavis est Dominus (“O taste and see how gentle is the Lord”). Serra insisted, “To anyone who has tasted the gentleness of the Lord even once, all pleasures and delights of this life are anything but that. They are boring.” He compared the Lord’s kindness to “the sweet nectar of a mother’s breast.” In speaking to a cloistered female audience, Serra knew what he was doing—he converted God into a woman. Serra speaks directly to the nuns’ emotions: “I ask you to reflect a moment on what goes on in your heart.” He makes of the shape of the heart an original metaphor: “The heart you will find upside down, because the Supreme Creator shaped it like a pyramid.” (The nuns had to have smiled.) “The widest side is on top, with the greatest surface to receive the influence of heaven, and the vertex is at the bottom with its smaller surfaces to which the things of this life could cling. But you find your heart crowded by the terrestrial, rather than the sublime!”

He quotes Isaiah: “Listen to your heart (Redite ad cor).” He also says the “sweet voice” of God will counteract “the voices that the enemy uses to twist you more and more,” whose voice will try to act godlike in its dark facsimile.

Turning from the auditory, sensual subject of God’s voices, in his second sermon Serra took on a more abstract topic: the Law. But right off, he cited St. Matthew: “His yoke is easy, his burden is light” (Jugum meum suave est, et onus meum leve, 11:30). It’s highly doubtful that Serra sang this out the way Handel scripted it, but it is intriguing that the Messiah was first performed in 1742, two years before Serra spoke to the Claretians, and that Handel ended the entire joyful first movement of his greatest work—perhaps the most beloved of all classical symphonies—with Matthew’s reassuring words. The German composer on an island (England) and the Spanish preacher on an island were on the same page.

Serra often invokes St. Gregory the Great, the first monk to become pope (in the sixth century), though he fled into the forest when his election was announced; Gregory, who probably originated Gregorian chant, ministered widely from England to Constantinople, a great doctor of Church unity and, as well, protector of Jews. Serra used Gregory to show the nuns that over time following the Law makes what seems a narrow road become “wide and soft.” He quotes St. Jerome, “There is nothing easier than to love.” Still, Serra picks up one of the thorniest questions, one he admits many popes have taken up “time and again”—why evil? “Why did God punish the sin of our first parents, one that seems of such little gravity?” Serra asks, referring to Adam and Eve plucking fruit from the forbidden tree. To evoke “eternal banishment from Paradise and all the miseries they suffered and we suffer for a mere bite of a given tree’s fruit”? Such punishment, he implies, is absurd.

Serra defers to Augustine’s “clever” argument here: “The smaller you consider our first parents’ sin, the larger you make their fault.” God put one tree off limits (the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil), and, as we know, that apple shined a bit too much, even with a big worm around it. With a million trees, it should have been easy to keep hands off one. But it wasn’t. The sin of pride (if not curiosity) seems at the root of all ethical problems, not to mention evil in the world.

How is the Law intrinsic? For Serra, as for St. Paul, “What I command you is on your lips and in your heart.” In essence, he was telling the nuns, you know what is right; it’s hardwired into a human being’s brain. It’s called a conscience, an innate instinct to good. Serra counts 613 precepts in Hebraic Law: “Ours, as you know, only counts 10, and really, only one, that is, to love.” Here Serra was conflating the Two Great Commandments, as Christ saw them—to love the Lord with everything you’ve got, and your neighbor as yourself. One might call this a gorgeous fundamentalism—it’s all love. And Serra is even more radical than Christ himself in asserting it.

Oddly, Serra ended his second sermon with a most unusual, blood-curdling thought, especially after all the rhetoric about love. He addresses a topic intrinsically revolting, but even more so for the women before him: killing children as “sacrifice.” Serra gave historical examples of the Carthaginians (three hundred children killed in a day), the Romans (one-tenth of their children in a year); ancient Mexico (twenty thousand hearts eaten in a year).

“If these barbarians could kill their children because such cruel gods ordered it, will it be so hard to observe the Law given by a God so good and gentle?” Serra asks, bolstering the nuns.

His third sermon deals with suffering. Why do we suffer? Why would a perfect God make such an imperfect world? These are timeless theological questions that Serra must have thought about from his childhood days when his father and mother could bury themselves in their hands, sobbing, over the deaths of three infants. And yet, for a sermon about suffering, Serra began playfully, even teasingly.

“I’d like a bell to ring out before I start today, because I come to make a public announcement,” he said with a laugh. “Start congratulating yourselves!”

The nuns must have moved nervously in their pews, large black olivewood rosaries clattering.

“What I have to announce to you today, is the high ransom of a coin which will make you all rich!”

Some hesitant smiles?

“This coin is suffering.”

That had to put the smiles away.

“This coin is so valuable you can buy glory in heaven.”

One imagines a nun or two thinking: Another man telling us to shut up and suffer!

“Taste and see the goodness of God. Softly he scourges his children.” Suavis in filiorum flagellatione.

Serra could have stopped there and left the nuns pretty worked up, softly scourged. But he plowed on, into a decidedly unusual interpretation of the story of Lazarus. Serra asks the question: “Why didn’t Christ hurry over to cure him?” Instead he waited four days after his death to pay the corpse a visit, giving the sisters four more days to mourn. Is God a sadist? the nuns must have wondered. Serra quoted St. Aloysius: “The tribulations of this life are the most remarkable gifts of God and there is no more certain sign of his favor or love.” In brief, Serra was underscoring a central fact of Christianity, and in particular, Catholicism, one honored more in the breach than in practice: suffering ennobles. Serra asks rhetorically, “How could it be kindness to punish and to grieve?” Serra offers Psalm 91:15, “I am with him in troubles; I will deliver and glorify him.”

We are made human by pressure and pain. And more than human: Christ-like. “True happiness,” Serra calls this third step to glory, “is in suffering, patiently, the labors of this life.”

Serra’s view of love-in-the-punishment is arresting. He asked the nuns, “How can the tender love of a father towards his son fit with the fact of punishing and afflicting him?” The answer: what characterizes a true father is “this harmony between love and severity.” That this disposed Serra himself to corporal punishment is shown in his quoting of Paul’s Letter to the Hebrews: “The Lord troubles the one He loves; but he whips the one He receives as a son.” But where does one draw the line between what is necessary discipline and sadism? Serra comes up with a most unusual metaphor: God as a “lily that fights among the thorns.” A fighting lily! An attempt, at least metaphorically, to soften the blow.

If suffering is an indication of God’s love, the converse is the fate of Cain, who literally got away with murder: “He was so evil he was not worthy to be punished.”

Oxymorons of faith! Singing paradoxes! Serra tells the story of a hermit who had a long way to walk to get his water. He considered moving his hermitage closer to the spring: “One day while he was going back burdened with his jug, he heard a voice calling one, two, three, four. He stopped, looked around, saw nobody, and kept walking. But the voice continued counting five, six, seven, eight, and said, ‘I am an angel sent by God to count the steps you take so that none is left without reward.’ The hermit moved his hermitage, indeed, further from the fountain!”

The fourth and last sermon followed from the third—God’s boundless mercy, “the fourth step on the mystic stairway.” Why is God merciful? “Because he knows the fragility of the mud with which we were formed.” He knows what he made, and he knows it was—or became—frail. Forgiving, to Serra, is God’s “most characteristic feature,” a direct function of his greater love (to Scotus) and something he applies “with greater intensity than any other virtue.” Thus Serra warns against suicide, the ultimate despair (“There is nothing more horrible and unworthy”) because it turns away from inexhaustible mercy.

Serra reassured the nuns about the fate of the amorous fleeing nun Isabel, personifying the Creator, “He is sort of anxious when He is not forgiving.” Mercy came, he noted, when “The Lord fell in love with light” (Psalm 144). To St. Gregory the Great, God’s mercy was an “ever-flowing fountain,” to St. John Chrysostom, “an immense sea.” He even invokes that pagan philosopher Aristotle: “Oh infinite sea, since we cannot embrace you, embrace us!”

To Serra, God has “a repugnancy to punish,” pointing to the Genesis flood and the “apology” of the rainbow. Aware of the nuns’ skepticism, Serra told a most unusual story, of a monk who prayed, perhaps at first by mistake, Miserere tui, Deus (Forgive yourself, God), after which a sweet, flowery odor filled his cell. His superior walked by and noticed the perfumelike smell and asked the monk what he was doing: “He answered that he was so miserable that he only knew this prayer: Miserere tui, Deus.” The superior corrected him and told him to say the normal prayer, Miserere mei (Forgive me). But after the monk obeyed, the flowery odor disappeared. So the surprised superior ordered him to pray his original mistake, and “the heavenly fragrance” returned.

Serra concluded, “It seems that the Lord wanted us to see how it pleases Him to forgive and how little is necessary to reach his divine mercy.” But perhaps what Serra really meant was: God’s mercy is so great he even forgives himself, and what is even more unorthodox—he should do so, given the misery that fills his generous creation.

After this marathon series of sermons to the nuns of St. Clare, Serra was in demand more than ever. He was paid around one or two dollars for some, often in Italian and French currency (lira and sous). He fanned out across the island, walking through a grove of twenty-five windmills (which the Arabs had brought to the island) to speak at a church fashioned from a mosque in Felanitx to the east, then north to the villages of Manacor, Algaida, Montiuri, Inca, and Alaro, and finally to Bunyola, up against the high western mountain wall alongside Our Lady of Snows. He had to marvel in his island spiral at how Mallorca irrupts from its flat plain to unlikely peaks, climbing to rest at these risen hermitages, sanctuaries, and caves, as if the Mallorcan earth wanted God more. Down in the towns, he tried to address the people’s suffering in drought and plague as he had with the nuns—it was a secret blessing from God. In the 1740s he preached five times in his hometown of Petra and at six nunneries in Palma; among his favorite subjects were the Immaculate Conception (four times), Corpus Christi (four times), Christ’s suffering the crown of thorns (three times), and on the Via Crucis (Way of the Cross—twice). He favored the feast days of St. Anthony, Mary’s assumption in heaven, Nuestra Señora de Los Angeles (August 2), and Mary Magdalene. All of those sermons of his island forays are lost.

• • •

On March 10, 1746, snow fell on the island. Even light snow was a rare occurrence, but this was an inundation by any standard; in two days, one witness thought the snow was as high as eight feet. It broke the limbs of the gnarled fig and olive trees, and froze the budding blossoms of the peach and almond trees. The delicate white of the amatllers was smothered by a hard white. It snowed into April, into Easter, canceling or abbreviating the Easter processions. The snowfall didn’t stop until June, destroying grass, limiting the harvest of cow and sheep milk, and therefore meat production. For much of the year, the island population ate virtually no meat. The snow and icing of brooks and rivers wrecked the fishing, as well; salted fish—as much a hallmark of Mallorcan cuisine as olives—was not to be found anywhere. Most tragically, rather than soaking into the ground, the meltwater from this snow ran off to the sea. The drought continued. Wheat was brought in from Minorca, a smaller island just east of Mallorca, and the mainland, if it didn’t rot on the docks for lack of a ship or get stolen by pirates.

As a coda to such punishment, on April 28, one of the most beloved priests on the island, José de Villaluengo, a Capuchin Franciscan, died. It’s almost certain Serra attended his funeral. The diarist Nicolás Ferrer wrote, “God wanted to take him so soon so that he would not see the disgraces we would continue to experience on our island.” He lauded the deceased as “so candid and humble that he was more like an angel than a man; everything he said came from the heart.” Then on July 9, 1746, the king died after forty-five years on the throne, “suddenly, with no priest holding his hand.” Philip V, the former Bourbon duke of Anjou, had been the only Spanish king Serra had known.

Ferdinand VI, the new king, “added new burdens,” including fourteen thousand libras (or pounds sterling) straight to the king, new taxes for tools and tobacco. The new king also kindly offered indulgences for days off in Purgatory, at a required fee of thirty thousand libras.

If all this wasn’t enough, on January 31, 1747, over 1,400 young men were seized by the military and impressed into service in one of the new king’s adventures in Naples. If they couldn’t be found, their fathers or employers were grabbed instead. The new military commander, who refused all petitions from mothers for their hijacked sons, was compared to the murderous Roman emperor Diocletian, and Mallorca to Babylon: “I heard of people whose children were slaves in Algeria who considered themselves lucky, suffering in Moors’ land preferable to inhuman capture in their own Christian lands.”

“It was the saddest day in the history of Mallorca,” said Nicolás Ferrer.

The commander’s soldiers must have brought it all home to Serra through a visit at the Convento de San Francisco before his theology class at Lullian. Could Serra have escaped a demand to hand in his roster of students? Could he have avoided soldiers, swords in their hands, flinging open the classroom door, pulling the few students not in hiding out into the street? Doubtful. The seized included some seminarians whose hair, cut in a tonsure, clearly identified them as religious.

During Lent in 1747, Serra himself came under direct attack. While giving a sermon at the church in Selva up toward the mountains, “an obsessed or hysterical woman” confronted him, standing up in the crowd and screaming, “Keep on yelling, keep on yelling, Father! You won’t live to see Easter.” That must have made his throat swell, his body grow hot in the wool of his order; for the moment, he was disordered and may have felt like disrobing, as had St. Francis the night of his death. But this was no stigmata; this was a wide-eyed Mallorcan, perhaps missing a tooth, telling him to shut the hell up. Was she pushed down the Selva church’s forty steps? Perhaps she was schizophrenic, a century and a half before it was determined to be a medical condition. He may have addressed the drought in his sermon or St. Saturnine himself on his feast day, who lost his head for the faith. It was hard to keep his own head. Was he really going to die before Easter in the Old World? He tried to make light of the incident to Palou in a letter: “I expect to finish this Lent because the father of lies has made noises abroad that I shall not finish it.” Serra made it to Easter, but he was shaken.
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