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MINNEAPOLIS – In Midwestern boots or
bare feet in sandals, the faithful walked in
procession down a snow-covered street,
keeping the rhythm of festive music and car-
rying paintings of St. Paul, the patron saint of
their hometown of Axochiapan, Mexico.

For the thousands of migrants from the
south Mexico town 2,200 miles away who
have built new lives in Minnesota over the
last two decades, throwing a wild, two-day
bash for St. Paul’s Catholic feast day in Janu-
ary is a crucial way to celebrate their roots
and feel a bit more at home, closer to the fam-
ilies they left behind. 

“It’s even more important because we
brought it here,” says Apolinar Morales, this
year’s steward of the celebration, who left
Axochiapan in 1989. “The meaning is not to
lose our traditions, so that they can be kept
alive, even though we’re far. And we want our
kids and grandkids to remember this.” 

He estimates that more than a third of Ax-
ochiapan’s residents migrated to the United
States, most of them about 20 years ago,
when the celebration started here. The festi-
val here is especially important for those par-
ticipants who can’t go home for the month-
long celebration in Axochiapan because of
their immigration status.

Most are raising U.S. children for whom
this feast is the biggest chance to be im-
mersed in the Mexican part of their identi-
ties. It helps them learn to live the faith of
their ancestors, instead of just sticking the
venerated painting of St. Paul in a corner, as
Morales, 50, fears the younger generations
would do.

“Our families (in Axochiapan) are happy
because we’re enjoying the same celebration
in the same way as they are – well, except it’s
hot there,” said, grinning, Silverio Camilo. On
the feast’s vigil, he stirred with a yard-long
wooden spatula some 120 lbs. of corn dough
slowly cooking in Morales’ suburban garage
as flurries fell steadily outside. 

Volunteers like him didn’t sleep for a few
days to prepare the chicken tamale and mole
dinners they would serve to the 1,200 people
who participate in Masses, processions and
dances at the Church of the Incarnation/Sa-
grado Corazón in south Minneapolis. To sac-
rifice time and money as an offering of faith is
just as central to honoring St. Paul as the exu-
berant dancing, many said.

“Faith is to believe that you make an effort
and in return get joy and maybe a blessing”
such as work, said Camilo, who was a teen
when he came from Axochiapan 22 years
ago. 

Among the most time-consuming efforts
is creating the processional three-foot can-
dles, each studded with a dozen wax pink
and yellow flowers. The faithful began pour-
ing, painting and decorating the wax in Sep-
tember, and this summer they’ll start over in
whatever colors the next steward picks. 

The candle tradition dates back at least 

People in Aztec clothing take part in a dance at the Sagrado Corazon de Jesus church in Minneapolis, for a two-day celebration for the
patron saint of the Mexican town of Axochiapan and nearby villages in the state of Morelos. PHOTOS BY JIM MONE/AP

dance at the Sagrado Corazon de Jesus church in Minneapolis, for a two-day celebration for the
ochiapan and nearby villages in the state of Morelos. PHOTOS BY JIM MONE/AP
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Migrants bring feast tradition to Minnesota
Giovanna Dell’Orto 
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See MIGRANT, Page 2D
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Living

BIRD FOOD • FEEDERS • GARDEN ACCENTS • UNIQUE GIFTS

$20 OFF $100*

Good thru March 31

*Valid only at the participating store listed.
One discount per purchase. Offer not valid on
previous purchases, Daily Savings Club
memberships, Optics. Offer expires 3/31/20.

946 Merrimon Ave Ste 120
(Fresh Market center)
Asheville, NC 28804

10 Crispin Ct Ste D-102
(Publix center)

Asheville, NC 28803
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As Carol and I were hiking a looping trail in the
Smokies, the quiet of the forest absorbed the rhythmic
crunch of our footfalls on the remnants of autumn
leaves. We walked for miles and never saw anyone
else. It seemed we had the forest, the mountains, even
the world, to ourselves. Each time we stopped for a
breather or sip of water, we listened, hearing only si-
lence. Our voices naturally became whispers. We
didn’t have the world to ourselves—silence reigned. 

Henry Thoreau concludes his first book, “A Week on
the Concord and Merrimack Rivers,” with many words
about silence. He’s aware of that irony when he writes:
“[The] most excellent speech finally falls into Silence.
Silence is audible to all [people], at all times, and in all
places.” It’s no accident he often capitalizes Silence. It
approaches the love of Nature he claimed as his reli-
gion.

A friend and I attended a Friends Meeting last
weekend. With a warm welcome on a chilly winter day,
we entered the room slowly filling with quiet folks,

whispered words, smiles and silence. It was my com-
panion’s first Friends Meeting. Aware of that commu-
nity’s practice of silence, we sat, waiting for the “inner
light” Quakers seek. I didn’t find much light within that
morning, finding my eyes and attention drawn beyond
the windows to the illumination of crooked branches
painted with smooth snow. A love of the natural world
is a religion I share with Thoreau. 

Declining a hospitable invitation to stay for a meal,
we walked to the stream behind the building—a beau-
tiful place to reflect upon the meeting, the friendly
faces, and a new experience of peaceful silence. While
theologically-trained ourselves, we were relieved the
morning’s quiet assembly was not disturbed by theol-
ogy, creeds, scriptures or preaching. A “religious”
gathering with no clergy! We laughed, appreciating
that.

“Silence is the universal refuge,” wrote young Henry
floating home on his river. So, why is silence avoided
so religiously by the religious?

Moses carries heavy words down from the moun-
tain. In his desert cave, Muhammad receives word to
“Recite!”—words later written into the Qur’an. Jesus
emerges from his wilderness solitude with “Good 

Does religion begin and end in silence?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See SILENCE, Page 2D


