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MARIACHI MASS
returns to Arizona cathedral

TUCSON, Ariz. – A blast of festive trumpet
flourishes and guitarrón bass breaks the sol-
emn hush of Mass on a torrid August desert
morning. Decked out in gold-embroidered
suits, nine musicians pick, strum and trum-
pet the entrance hymn under tall stained-
glass windows.

After more than a year of silence due to the

pandemic, mariachis are back playing Sun-
day services at Tucson’s St. Augustine Ca-
thedral, where the colorful and sonorous tra-
dition dates back a half-century and fuses
Roman Catholicism with Mexican American
pride. 

For the hundreds of worshippers gathered
in this Spanish colonial church, and other
congregations across the Southwest, the
unique sound of mariachi liturgy is more

than just another version of choir. It evokes a
borderlands identity where spirituality and
folk music have blended for centuries. 

“Syncretism is the reality of this land, the
‘ambos’ reality,” said the Rev. Alan Valencia,
the cathedral’s rector, who grew up attending
mariachi Mass in “ambos Nogales,” or “both
Nogales,” as locals refer to the two cities of 

See MARIACHI, Page 3C

Mariachi band Los
Changuitos Feos (Ugly

Little Monkeys) members
preform for parishioners
after a morning Mass at 
St. Augustine Cathedral

Aug. 18 in downtown
Tucson. DARRYL WEBB/AP
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LIVING

In the 1990s some guys like me were
reading books by wise thinkers in the
“Men’s Movement” – Robert Bly, Sam
Keen, Michael Meade, Mark Gerson and
others. While in some sense this was an
intentionally gentle response to femi-
nism, at the same time it was an affir-
mation of the complementary nature of
being human – female and male, yin
and yang (non-binary wasn’t in our
thinking). To an extent, the movement
was concerned with guys “getting in

touch with their feminine side.” I could
see the value in that, though I wondered
if my “good side” was always feminine,
if there was good in being masculine too.

While in seminary we learned (men
and women alike) that God could be un-
derstood as feminine as well as mascu-
line. Not only is Elohim – one name for
God in early Genesis – a plural “We” who
formed both male and female in their
likeness, but the “Presence” of God
meeting with Moses in his wilderness
tent was feminine, and the Holy Spirit
could be seen as a feminine face of the
divine. None of this was emphasized, of
course, in a predominantly male Chris-
tian tradition. Also unsurprising, we
didn’t hear much about the historic

Goddess traditions beyond Abrahamic
religions. Nevertheless, some of us grew
comfortable with tweaking the Lord’s
Prayer to: “Our Mother (or Our Parent)
Who art in heaven.” Oddly enough,
that’s still fairly radical, even heretical,
in many churches, even some “liberal
progressive” ones. Yet, for some of us,
this is old news. Of course language
needs to be updated, especially with an-
cient books and theologies written and
propagated primarily by men.

Some threads of religious tradition
celebrate that human beings, if not God,
have elements of both male and female.
Many mystics seem to understand that.
Moses, Jesus and Paul, not so much.
Yet, we can find at least a few places in

Hebrew and Christian scriptures where
women are esteemed, or in some “spiri-
tualized” sense, equal to men (Genesis:
female and male both created in God’s
image; Galatians: “In Christ there is nei-
ther male nor female”). However, wom-
en were rarely in leadership, and cer-
tainly not writing scriptures. 

In boyhood, male friends, cousins
and I were completely consumed by
play-acting as warriors, soldiers and he-
men. We would slay all enemies, claim-
ing victories over dinosaurs, Nazis and
any other evil bad-guys. Protecting de-
fenseless girls felt natural and “manly.”
The “damsel in distress” motif seemed 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Jesus, John Wayne and militant masculinity

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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the same name straddling the U.S.-
Mexican border about 60 miles (100 ki-
lometers) to the south. 

“And that’s what we see in these ma-
riachi Masses,” he added. “Faith and
culture come together and grow.” 

Mariachi forms the soundtrack to
daily life here in the borderlands, ac-
companying everything from backyard
barbecues and quinceañera coming-of-
age parties to weddings and funerals. 

Yet while mariachi is a popular genre
at its core, musicians and parishioners
alike say its emotional interplay be-
tween trumpet, violin, guitar, vihuela
and guitarrón is a natural complement
to the holy rites of Mass. 

“The Mass itself is a reminder that
you don’t just have mariachis you tip at
tableside in a cantina,” said Alberto
Ranjel, who has been playing at the ca-
thedral since he was 9 and now leads the
ensemble his father founded, Mariachi
Tapatio. “It is a representation of my
culture.”

Worshipper Leilani Gomez echoed
that sentiment, saying, “They bring to
Mass culture and art, together with the
presence of God. They make you feel the
presence of God.” 

The first canon of mariachi Mass was
composed in Cuernavaca, Mexico, after
the Vatican encouraged the incorpora-
tion of regional musical traditions into
services in the 1960s. Called the Misa
Panamericana, or Pan-American Mass,
it features a specific order of instrumen-
tal arrangements, sung prayers and
hymns, according to Dan Sheehy, direc-
tor and curator of the Smithsonian Folk-
ways Recordings.

At that time in the United States, the
Chicano civil rights movement was
blossoming, and mariachi musicians
morphed from folksy troubadours to
cultural heroes, “symbols of Mexican
identity heightened here because of
multiculturalism,” Sheehy added.

Hundreds of mariachi school pro-
grams followed in the 1970s, when the
music began to be written down instead
of taught by lyrical training, said George
Bejarano, who in 1973 started playing
with the youth group Los Changuitos
Feos, or “the ugly little monkeys,” and
whose family has been in the border-
lands “since before there were borders.”
Also, female musicians began joining
the traditionally male ensembles. 

Mainstays of mariachi Mass include
the joyful “Pescador de Hombres,” or
“fisher of men” – the Spanish-speaking
faithful’s equivalent to “Amazing Grace”
for its popularity and ubiquity – and a

thrilling rendition of Franz Schubert’s
19th-century classic, “Ave Maria.”

During performances of the latter at
the cathedral, Ranjel turns to face a
painting of the Virgin of Guadalupe, pa-
troness of Mexico and the Americas,
and intones the Latin version of the lyr-
ics.

“The prayer aspect of it is what I’m
respecting by singing it in Latin,” he
said.

Four ensembles take turns perform-
ing the 8 a.m. Spanish-language Mass
at the cathedral in central Tucson, one
Sunday apiece per month. All volun-
teers, they typically spend at least two
hours a week in rehearsal and on Mass
day rise before dawn to prepare their
trajes de charro, elaborately festooned
suits that originated in Mexico and are
commonly worn by mariachi groups. 

For musicians like Daniel Rodriguez,
the leader of Mariachi Herencia de Cuco
Del Cid, a 20-year fixture at the cathe-
dral and also Most Holy Trinity Church
in the city’s northwest, performing is a
way to give back to the community. 

“When you sing or there’s music of-
fered up to God, it’s like praying but it’s
more powerful,” Rodriguez said. “For us
to be a driving force through our music,
to inspire people to come back and stay
at Mass, that’s really powerful.” 

On Sept. 18 Los Changuitos will fea-
ture at a special Mass honoring victims
of the coronavirus pandemic, which has
killed nearly 2,500 people in Tucson’s
Pima County and silenced the mariachi
services from spring 2020 until they re-
sumed late last month. 

On a recent Sunday, the show kept
going even after Mass was over, with

musicians serenading worshippers on
the palm-lined patio outside the cathe-
dral. Wearing face masks against the re-
surgent virus, people held up smart-
phones to record the sights and sounds
of a shared heritage they had sorely
missed. 

“They bring unity to the church. It’s
more spiritual,” said Diana Pacheco,
who has attended mariachi Mass since
childhood. “Without them, it was very
empty-feeling for us here.” 

Victor Soltero, who has been wor-
shipping at the cathedral for some 50
years, also rejoiced at their return. 

“It makes you happy,” Soltero said,
“and what better way to come over and
honor the good Lord than having some
beautiful music that picks you up.” 

Mariachi band Los Changuitos Feos preforms for parishioners during a morning Mass at St. Augustine Cathedral on Aug. 18
in downtown Tucson. In 1960s United States, the Chicano civil rights movement was blossoming, and mariachi musicians
morphed from folksy troubadours to cultural heroes, “symbols of Mexican identity heightened here because of
multiculturalism,” according to Dan Sheehy, director and curator of the Smithsonian Folkways Recordings. DARRYL WEBB/AP
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There are many games I like to play
with my grandchildren. One of our favor-
ites is “I Spy.” You may have played this
with your own children and grandchil-
dren. When it is my turn, I am told to al-
ways use the sentence, “I spy with my lit-
tle eyes something green, or blue, or
whatever color.” Even though it is a
child’s game, it requires paying attention
and focusing. As I look for some object
that is red or orange, I tune out all other
colors. Only the color that was called out
has my complete attention.

I often think, “Why can’t I have that
much concentration on Jesus in my daily
routines?” Even as I see the other activ-
ities going on around me, and hear the
noise of daily living, why can’t my eyes
stay focused on Jesus?

As we read the life of Jesus as he min-
istered to the people, we see that Jesus

healed many who were blind. Maybe the
majority of his healings involved sight. I
don’t think this is coincidental, but has
some intentional instruction that points
to our spiritual lives, lessons in how God
operates. In Mark 8 Jesus touches a blind
man twice before the man was able to
see clearly. The first touch involves the
introduction of the man to the world of
being able to see, even if the objects are
not clear. The second touch gives the
man a clear focus on the world.

Maybe we have been touched by
God’s saving grace, yet the spiritual path
and understanding of God’s purpose is
blurred and so out of focus. God, through
the Holy Spirit, is waiting to touch us
again with a healing grace so that we see
Jesus clearly. God wants us to have the
“mind of Christ,” which only comes
when Jesus is our only focus. “I spy with
my own little eyes, Jesus, resurrected
and living with me.” These two works of
grace, saving and sanctifying, can pro-
duce a clear image of Jesus and his plans
for us. 

Recently, I read a devotional piece by
Dennis Kinlaw from his book, “This Day

With the Master,” in which the dying
thief on the cross was portrayed. The
man painfully turned his head toward
Jesus and said, “Lord, remember me
when you come into your kingdom.” We
don’t know anything about this man, ex-
cept that he was a thief. Perhaps he had
stood on the edge of the crowds and lis-
tened to Jesus as he taught and healed.
He may have even slipped silently into
the back of the synagogue from time to
time. But we really don’t know.

Just what was it that caused this
hardened thief to call Jesus “Lord,” and
know that Jesus would come in his king-
dom? Kingdom? Jesus was hanging on
the cross just like the thief, naked, beat-
en, accused by the same court, aban-
doned by all but a few women and John.
“Lord?” Lord of what?

The thief saw something in Jesus that
the church, the political world, and may-
be even his followers could not see. This
man looked beyond the immediate, vis-
ible world and saw an invisible world be-
yond himself. His eyes were opened to
his spiritual poverty and recognized the
one who could satisfy his need.

All of us have had our eyes blinded
from seeing the invisible world by the
smothering burden of original sin. The
burden is so great that we cannot be de-
livered without help. In the Wesleyan
tradition, God gives to each of us a gift
enabling us to see our need and turn our
head toward Jesus. This gift is the “pre-
venient grace” which goes before us giv-
ing us the desire to seek God and the
ability to respond. This grace was given
to the man on the cross, his eyes were
opened, and he saw the invisible king-
dom with Jesus as Lord. Grace was of-
fered to both men, but only one accepted
the free gift. Only one responded with a
plea for forgiveness and recognition of
the one who forgives.

Are our eyes open all the way? Do we
recognize the one who is Lord of both
visible and invisible worlds? Are we fo-
cused consistently on Jesus who is able
and willing to take away our spiritual
blindness?

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, retired Methodist minis-
ter. Reach him at tim.mcconnell915@
gmail.com. 

What do we really see? Are our eyes open to God?

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

to permeate almost all of the shows we
watched and books we read. Cringewor-
thy now, the worst thing we could call a
boy was “wuss” or “woman.” 

When I became a teenage crusader
for The Man of Galilee, a muscular
Christ with a swagger like John Wayne, I
proudly joined the Army of Salvation
fighting alongside other gladiators for
God, soldiers wielding the “sword of the
Spirit.” As defenders of the gospel, we
put on “the full armor of God” to fight the
civil war of faith beside our Command-
er-in-Chief, Jesus. None of us ever

asked why the battle between Good and
Evil, God and Satan, never ended. And
we neglected to ask why God, and Jesus,
needed us to fight for them. Couldn’t
they fight their own wars?

As we got older we were expected to
be “Men of God,” strong and faithful
protectors of women, children and
American Christianity (though this was
never said aloud). Jesus was our broth-
er-in-arms, our model for true manhood
– rugged and tough, yet loving and will-
ing to sacrifice his life for others. No
wonder in the Christian story God be-
came a man and not a woman! 

In her book, “Jesus and John Wayne,”
Kristin Kobes Du Mez, professor of his-
tory at Calvin University, writes that
strong male figures like John Wayne be-

came popular icons of rugged manhood.
Though he never actually fought in a
war, Wayne “would come to symbolize …
a nostalgic yearning for a mythical
‘Christian America,’ a return to ‘tradi-
tional’ gender roles, and the reassertion
of (white) patriarchal authority.” As she
explains: “Like Wayne, the heroes who
best embodied militant Christian mas-
culinity were those unencumbered by
traditional Christian virtues. In this
way, militant masculinity linked reli-
gious and secular conservatism, help-
ing to secure an alliance with profound
political ramifications.” For many be-
lievers, “these militant heroes would
come to define not only Christian man-
hood but Christianity itself.” Heroes
matter.

I wonder, do we hear so much about
“values” because, like Wayne, the “vir-
tues” are seen as too weak or “femi-
nine”? Kristin Kobes Du Mez minces no
words when she calls this a “cult of mas-
culinity.” She concludes her timely book
with a challenge. To understand the
tears in the fabric of our communities,
we need to appreciate “how this ideol-
ogy developed” to resist and dismantle
it.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.
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