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CHIVACOA, Venezuela – Every year, thou-
sands trek to a mountainside in Venezuela for
rituals played out with fire, blood and smoke
to pay tribute to the indigenous goddess Ma-
ria Lionza, who is revered across the crisis-
stricken South American nation.

Devotees come to the weeklong observ-
ance at Sorte Mountain seeking spiritual con-
nection and physical healing. The traditions
are hundreds of years old and draw on Roman
Catholicism, the Afro-Caribbean religion
Santeria and indigenous rituals – all set to a
pulse of constant drumming.

According to legend, Maria Lionza came
from the mountain at Sorte, which is near the
northwestern town of Chivacoa.

The main day is Oct. 12, observed by many
Latin Americans as Indigenous People’s Day,
but many participants camp in tents among
the old-growth forest while dedicating sever-
al days to the spiritual ceremonies.

Those immersed in the old rituals say they
are put into a trance that allows them to chan-

Venezuelans look for strength, healing from ‘holy mother’
ASSOCIATED PRESS

A man performs the flame dance on Sorte Mountain where followers of indigenous goddess, Maria Lionza, gather annually in Venezuela’s
Yaracuy state. AP PHOTOS

Seeking the goddess

A man and boy lie with their eyes closed amid candles inside a circle, called an oracle, made
of white powder during a ritual for prosperity on Sorte Mountain where followers of
indigenous goddess, Maria Lionza, gather annually in Venezuela’s Yaracuy state. Venezuela
is predominantly Roman Catholic. While the church disapproves of the folk religion, it has
long since abandoned its attempts to suppress it.See GODDESS, Page 2D

Living

I had coffee with a retired minister
who divulged he’s now agnostic. He
“leans” toward not believing but isn’t
ready to claim atheism. I know the
struggle.

There are many things we “just can’t
believe.” We see an amazing sight,
someone does something marvelous,
we learn something about our world
that stirs a feeling of awe and wonder. “I
can’t believe what I just saw, or heard, or
felt.” That’s a natural and normal re-

sponse.
I think one of the best “cures” for ag-

nosticism (other than discovering
something is indeed true or false) is to
test it on other things. For example, are
we agnostic about Santa Claus, the
tooth fairy, Bigfoot, Nessie or space
aliens? “I just don’t know” would sound
silly, wouldn’t it? Skepticism makes a
good companion for agnosticism. “I’m
pretty sure that’s nonsense; where’s the
evidence?” “I saw it on Facebook”
wouldn’t make the critical thinking cut.

Does that mean we never believe
anything, anytime? Not necessarily. It
just means we choose to “fix reason on
her seat” (as Thomas Jefferson advised)
and let her be the judge. We choose not
to be credulous, easily accepting what-

ever people tell us is true. John Muir
once met a “kindly skeptic” onboard a
ship in Alaska and found their conver-
sation lively and stimulating. Muir him-
self was a skeptic when it came to those
who said they knew things about nature
that he did not see verified by experi-
ence. 

Where does this leave the agnostic? I
don’t know! 

In a sense, I suppose, we’re all agnos-
tic, at least about some things. Any good
scientist is carried along by skepticism,
investigating theories, experimenting,
exploring. “I don’t know, but let’s find
out.”

In another sense, I think no one is
truly agnostic, at least in most day to
day matters. Some might say they’re ag-

nostic just to cover their ignorance or
mental laziness. I don’t find that con-
vincing. 

But what about religion? What of
God? A convinced atheist sees no evi-
dence and no need for God. Some athe-
ists take this to another level and think a
belief in God is harmful to individuals
and human society. They would like
nothing better than to see religious faith
eradicated from the earth. In my experi-
ence, most atheists find no convincing
evidence or need for belief but get along
fine with most believers. Believing in a
God is not the be-all and end-all of rela-
tionships in work, family, community or
world.

Are we all agnostics, or is anyone truly agnostic?
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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