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COLCHANE, Chile – In northern
Chile, Teófila Challapa learned to weave
surrounded by the hills and sandy roads
of the Atacama Desert. 

“Spin the threads, girl,” her grand-
mother told her a half a century ago.

Aymara women like Challapa, now
59, become acquainted with wool
threads under blue skies and air so thin
that outsiders struggle to breathe. While
herding llamas and alpacas through
scarce grasslands 11,500 feet above sea
level, they create their first textiles.

“We had no clothes or money, so we
needed to learn how to dress with our
own hands,” said Challapa, sitting next
to fluffy alpacas outside her humble
home in Cariquima, a town with fewer
than 500 inhabitants near the Chile-Bo-
livia border.

The knowledge of her craft passes on
from one generation to another, secur-
ing Aymara families’ bond with their
land.

Challapa prays before beginning her
work: “Mother Earth, give me strength,
because you’re the one who will pro-
duce, not me.”

Among the 3 million Aymaras who
live along the borders of Chile, Perú and

Bolivia, the Earth is known as “Pacha-
mama.” Homages and rituals requesting
her blessings are intertwined in every-
day life.

“I believe in God, but the Earth pro-
vides us with everything,” Challapa
said.

Pachamama offers Challapa inspira-
tion for her textiles, connections to an-
cestors and her cultural identity. It pro-
vides means for survival, too.

“My animals are my mother,” Challa-
pa said.

Her alpacas and llamas were a source
of meat, wool and company during the
tough years she spent raising her chil-
dren as a single mother.

In the neighboring town of Colchane,
Efraín Amaru and María Choque share
their one-floor house with “Pepe,” an el-
egant white llama that flirts with visi-
tors.

“To be an artisan, one must have the
raw materials,” said Amaru, a 60-year-
old descendant of Aymara craftsmen.
His parents taught him how to raise
camelids that produce the finest wool.
“You have to communicate with your
animals because they are part of you.”

Ahead of Pachamama Day, on August
1, the couple prepared a ritual honoring
Mother Earth. Over a mantle they
weaved for the occasion, they placed
grains from their crops and pieces of
wool – among other objects they are
grateful for – and asked for prosperity.

“We make offerings hoping for good
seeds and crops, welfare for our animals
and rain,” Choque said. “Then we turn to

the moon and the stars. Our grandpar-
ents told us that those are the souls of
our ancestors, who look at us from
above.”

Choque learned how to turn wool into
thread when she was six. Without toys
to play with, Choque said she and her
peers spent their days watching their el-
ders weave – a demonstration of the
craft and how to live fulfilling lives. 

Her grandmother was her first teach-
er. After giving her a sewing needle, she
taught Choque how to produce socks
and hats. Vests and ponchos came after
that.

Once a young disciple masters sew-
ing needles, she moves on to weaving on
looms. 

A few years later, she’ll face her ut-
most challenge: weaving her own “ak-
su,” the Aymara’s most precious and tra-
ditional garment.

“My aksu is not a suit,” Choque said.
“It’s a part of me. When I was little, I
wore mine daily, until I had to wear a
uniform for school.”

From wool production to fabric mak-
ing, the entire textile-making process
can take up to two years. 

Aymara craftswomen shear their ani-
mals in October, when the weather is
milder. Their llamas keep a few inches of
wool to keep them warm and ready for
the “floreo.”

During this ancient ritual celebrated
in February, Aymaras tie wool flowers
and pompoms to their camelids identi-
fying them as their property and thank-
ing Pachamama for abundance. 

Once the wool is collected and clean,
craftswomen manipulate it with the tip
of their fingers and pull threads out of it,
creating skeins that are mounted on
their looms for weaving. 

Through the income they made from
the sale of their textiles, Aymara women
like Challapa and Choque could afford to
send their children off to school.

“I thank God because I always told
myself: I don’t want them to be like me,”
said Marcelina Choque (no relation to
Maria), another craftswoman who lives
in the town of Pozo Almonte. “This is my
only profession. If I don’t sell, I have
nothing.” 

Progress, though, is bittersweet. “I
taught my daughters how to weave just
like me, but now that they have other
jobs, they don’t weave anymore,” Marce-
lina Choque said.

By moving away from their home-
towns for study and work, several
craftswomen agree their legacy might be
in danger. 

Although they passed on their knowl-
edge to their descendants, there are cur-
rently only a handful of young Aymara
women who know how to use a loom.

“In rural areas, there is a significant
migration of young people, and the pop-
ulation is aging,” said Luis Pizarro, who
works at the Agricultural Development
Institute of Chile. “Their grandparents
are the ones who remain in the territo-
ries, so their cultural roots are severed.”

The institute supports rural develop-
ment for Chilean communities linked to
the Aymara culture, according to Pizarro.
The goal is to boost camelid farming and
craft sales through fairs, an online pres-
ence and special events.

“We try to get daughters and grand-
daughters of artisans involved in their
cultural inheritance,” Pizarro said.

Nayareth Challapa (no relation to Te-
ófila) speaks proudly about her mother,
María Aranibar, who taught her how to
pick the perfect weeds to dye wool. 

“The colors of our textiles are related
to nature: the earth, the sky, the hills.
The land is sacred for us,” the 25-year old
said. The work reflects craftswomen’s
moods and “the rheas, llamas, flowers
and mountains she wants to keep pre-
sent.”

She, too, moved to attend university,
but home is never far from her heart.

for the land
Inspired by llamas, the
desert and Mother Earth,
these craftswomen 
weave sacred textiles
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An Aymara Indigenous woman shows
handwoven woolen crafts made on the
sidelines of a fashion show showcasing
Indigenous creations at Zofri Mall in
Iquique, Chile. The show was organized
to boost camelid farming and craft
sales. PHOTOS BY IGNACIO MUNOZ/AP/FILE

Marcelina Choque
weaves on her loom

at home in Pozo
Almonte. “I taught

my daughters how to
weave just like me,
but now that they

have other jobs, they
don’t weave
anymore.”

As a freethinker, I don’t often attend
religious services, though now and then
I go, physically or virtually. One Sunday
morning I observed two services, in
split screen, online. One, an older as-
sembly, the other, mostly a younger
crowd. 

These congregations presented two
divergent images of Jesus: He has es-
sentially transformed into the “People
of God,” alive in the activity of the
church community, or, he is primarily
present for individual salvation requir-
ing constant prayer, praise and pleas for
forgiveness.

One service seemed centered on in-
tense emotion generated by a live band
performing praise music followed by an
energetic and entertaining preaching
performance. 

The other service presented less of
an emotional experience, more interac-
tive, reflective.

One congregation loudly proclaimed
a personalistic faith, the “Me and God”
variety. This God appears to be a Divine
Ego in serious need of praise, and con-
tinual “falling at his feet,” as one of their
songs expressed. 

Both services included, explicitly or
implicitly, the emptiness of the human
heart. We are in need of salvation, either
by the act of “inviting him into your

heart,” or “partaking of his body and
blood.” Either way, something is missing
in each human being. And the only way
to find that missing piece is to say a par-
ticular prayer, participate in regular rit-
ual, or come to a specific church (“where
he is present”). 

These varied traditions believe in a
kind of “spiritual spin cycle.”

Sin-Forgiveness-Sin-Forgiveness…a
never-ending circle of guilt and relief,
with various levels of emotion. For
some, a contrite prayer, spoken once a
week, will do. 

Others, apparently causing great
pain to God, must fall to their knees dai-
ly seeking forgiveness. 

“He loves you unconditionally”
comes with a footnote: “But don’t hurt
or disappoint him.”

One preacher yelled at the crowd:
“we are in a battle; this is spiritual war-
fare!” He literally spoke of “brimstone
and fire,” the “second death.” Emotional
faith stirred by emotional fear. 

The other pastor offered a quieter
hope of healing. It was communion day,
so “all are invited to the table.” Those of
us who don’t feel drawn to accept that
invitation, however gracious and heart-
felt, don’t feel the call to be “saved or
burned” either. 

What happened to the Jesus I once
knew? He grew as I grew. One tradition
would respond with the verse that Jesus
is “the same yesterday, today and forev-
er.” Maybe, but in my view, he changed,
matured. 

Thankfully, so did I. As he became
more human, I became more human. No

longer an object of faith, an exalted hu-
man being demanding worship and be-
lief, he came down from the clouds; I
grew to understand the value of a wise
teacher, and what it means to be a wise
student pursuing wisdom, and taking
responsibility, rather than heed a divine
authority. I can relate to another human
who shared my humanity. I can’t relate
to a transcendent god. 

Then, he left. And so did I. No longer
found in a church, or a religion, this Je-
sus walked on the edges, crossed bor-
ders, ignored barriers of belief. He
walked away from the church (he was
never a member anyway), and so did I.
At that stage, even after years of minis-
try, I sensed I was following him out the
door, beyond the artificial walls con-
structed with creeds, theologies and
scriptures. 

Tradition — handed down authority
— held no more power over him, or me.
We left, together.

Where did he go, this Man of Naza-
reth I once worshipped, walking beside,
finally walking away from? Truthfully,

he means more to me now than ever be-
fore. How can a secular person say that?
Well, it means there are no demands or
commands requiring belief in the his-
torical person I now respect among all
teachers, past and present, who urge us
to be better human beings, to use our
minds, to treat others with kindness.
Now, when someone, like a Sunday
morning preacher, yells at me that I
should believe or else, that his Loving
God built a place of torture for me and all
other “unbelievers,” I can shake my head
with an inner assurance: that’s not the
Jesus I know. 

Maybe once, but no more. Thank
Goodness he left, he’s gone, and he’s so
much better than that.

The popular “secular preacher” of the
19th century, Robert Green Ingersoll,
passed along his humanist creed that
still makes sense to me: 

h Happiness is the only good.
h The time to be happy is now.
h The place to be happy is here.
h The way to be happy is to make

others so.
It takes no threats of punishment or

hands raised in praise to practice that
kind of active happiness. Somehow I
think the Nazarene would be good with
that.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on "Friendly
Freethinker" (www.chighland.com).
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