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Communing with the Dead:
Spiritual and Cultural
Healing in Chicano/a
Communities

Larg Meding

Bemembering and honering the dead during the Chicano tradition
of Das de los Muestns, or Brays of the Dead, ie 3 spiriual and oul
tural practice responding to 3 complex historical process of coleniza.
tion, inchuling displavement frore knd, language, religion, and
ideniity. These elaborate pubbc riuals rooted in indigenous Me.
soamerican and Mexican Catholic beliefs in communing with the
dead have proliferated by the last three decades due to the efforts of
Chicanaio artists, teachers, students, and cabiursl workers. 45 an.
cient Messamerican indigenoes poputations cpelically asked the
hearts of their dead ones to retura from the sacred mourdaing so
that new life and new harvest might cominue, so too Chicanas fos
are replenished with new life and new hope when they invite their
dead to return.’ The reinvention of traditional ways to express con-
ternpuraty concerns renews and recenters a people hungry for spink
tuat nourishment in their ongoing struggle for fustice and healing,
I Spanish, the verd cwrar tto heal) refers to a holistic sense of heal-
ing, The physical, mental, emottonal, and spirituz] aspects of a per-
son must be attended Lo if he or she is o be fully healed. The popu-
fer sayimg "l cultura cura,” or colture heals, is often used to refer to
the sipnificance of Days of the Dead for Cldcanos, a tradition that
holdx the healing power and memories of the ancestors,

This claupter explores Dias de los Muertes as colebruted in the
byeart of Hast Los Angeles during s9g8 at the internationally recog-
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rized Chicanofa community art center, Self Help Graphics [SHGL As 2 case
study of how one Chicano community armually celebrates, it offers insight into
the process thist numerous Chicans comerunitiss engage i as they honor their
dead. The healing aspucts of the Dadition recedve srnphasis, us does is political
signiheance for 2 population comnmitted o the tsk of selldeterndiation, In
ritual and artistic expressions of Chivana/a spirituality, the political cinmae be
sepavated from the spiritusl In Bghe of the history of colonization azwd the
cngoing marginalization of Chicano and Latino communities, the public ex-
pression of honoring the dead contests Western dicholomies between the living
and the dead, between the spiritual and the physical. For 2 historically subor.
dinated population, publicly remembering thelr ancestors takes on paolitical
meaning as the genealopy being honored is indigenous and of mived bload, o
genealogy not intended to susvive in the Westerss world, Clatsming pulsbic zpace,
inchuding streets and parks, 1o honer these "sthers” & “an ultimabe act of
resistance against cultural domination” {Mesa-Bains 1988 oj. And “others”
thernselves parading en masse refute dasly efforis fo dismiss their very pres-
£nce in an increasingly segregated society. | argue that for Chicanosfas, x key
to healing from the taums of spititnal and physical colondeation i the claim-
ing of ancestral indigenous epistemology that values interdependeney between
the Hying and e desd, between lving commimities and ancient ones.

Dias de los Muertos a8 SHG

Sell Help Graphics, the first and primary Chicanofa comnmunity arts den.
ter and gatlery in Loy Angeles, bas plaved aningtvumental sole in reintroducing
Drays of the Dead 0 "Angelefos” and the lorger ULE. population. Begun in the
early igroz with the instnanental support of Karen Hocallero, 055, SHOG
has enabled Chitanafo artists to exhibil and further develop their work, Simee
then i has emerged as the leading wisual ars ergenization producing and
exhibiting Chicamafe art and cubture in the country. SHG begun celebrating
Dias de lus Muertes as 3 corapmeest public fihuad iy oy, While many Chican
farnifies have honored their dead for generations, ritual practices were of 2
more private noture, with hiome abars and family visize w cemeteries, Accord.
ing to art historian Sybil Veneges, “Sister Kaven credits Mexican artists Carlos
Huene and Antonie Theher with suggesting that B D de Jor Muertos be osl-
ebrated as a collective, public ant project simed at cultural reclamation, self
determination and definition” {99y 18} Conumunity trewme experienced at
the Uhicane Morglorium in sy7o in Bast Los Angeles when police killed three
Chicanos in ¢ peacent auti-Vietnam Wi protest could alse be addressed in
the ritual. The first celebration was on 2 smal scale, involying primaily artists
and including 2 procession from the local cemetery, the building of an ofendu
furs altar for the dead), and the sharing of food among the participasns, By
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176, cornunity members expanded the number of parbicipants to severa]
thousand, *Several vears later, SHG was host to the largest and most widaly
attended anmual day of the dead celebration in California, il not the U.S. The
festivities included o cemerery mass, a street parade, altar and are exhibits”
{Menegas 1990 1}, Catholic dergymen, Gary Riebe-Estrells and Juar Romern
presided at several of the litnrgical celebrations uatil the archdiocese notified
Sister Karen that Cathelic fturgles in 2 secular cemetery could not be approved,
"The archdiocesan action and & growing integration of indigenous beliefs and
practices i the lives of the artists created & separation beoween the Catholic
Church and the art-centered ritual celebration. SHG continued to gpoasor Los
Angeles’s lrgest Dins de log Muertos celebration independent of church in-
volvement,

Honoring the Dead in East Loz Angeles

The several hundred people gathering on 2 sumny Wovember 1, 1998,
meraing at the inlersection of "Five Corpers” attest to a journalist's claim that
"Los Angeles must be the United States” Day of the Dead capital” {Anon. 1998}
Many are in full calavers, or skeleton atlise, the predonsinant icor for Dias de
tos Muertos. Adults and children enthusiastically line up fo have twir faces
painted to represent the skeleton within, Others mingle with anticipatinn as
they wait for the mile-dong procession to begin, Many cirey boaguets of bright
orange cempomdchitl, or marigolds, the traditional fowers for the ofrendos; the
bright color and pungent smell will atiract the spirits of the dead. Others as
tentively walch 4 featre performance on the north side of the small plaza, por-
traying a sont spesking with the spirit of his dead mother. Words of forgiveness
help reconcile a lifetime plagued by drugs and violence, The beat of the Auzter
drums notifies the crowd that the procession is about to begin, Dunzandes, or
Aztec dancers, wearing feathered headdresses and beaded ceremonrial dathing
offer prayers of thanksgiving to the four cardin] directions with the scert of
sopul (holy incense) Joating to the heavens, Their prayers also invoke the pres.
ence of the ancestors from all directions of the universe, Individuals, couples,

- amnd families quickly muanewver into line to begin the short rek down Cesar

Chaver Avenue, Barasers publicize the peditical sentivnents: "Cunntas mifs mas.
aores?" refers 1o the recent killing of forty Zaputistes in Actael, Mexico, and
“Vivay fos muerios” stresses the enduring presence of the dead. An oversived
papier-miche calovers on o Qatbed track brings up the end of the parade, The
living proceed to honor their dead. Death does not have the last word, hers in
kast Los Angeles,

Preparations actually began four months earlier, Between Septermber and
October & total of fourteen art workshops were offered free to the public, with
Chicanoja artists terching mask making, sltar muking, wlavers coalts, and

Barnes, Linda L. (Editor); Sered, Susan Starr (Editor). Refgion and Healing in America,
Cary, NC, USA Oxford University Press, 2004, p 207.

http:#site.ebrary. com/lib/udenver/Doc?id= 10254421 &ppg=224

Copyright © 2004, Oxford University Press. Ali rights reserved.

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under 1.5, or
applicabie copyright law.

http://0-site.ebrary.com.bianca, penlib.duw.edw/lib/udenver/docPrint.act...

9/28/2011 4:16 PM



Religion and Healing in America

1ofll

208 HEALING i—“ﬁf_}M- ETRUCTU kAL VEOLENOE

Impersonating MictwoscThoall, goddesy of Mican, place of the dead. Olvera
Strect, Los Angeles, 1998, Used with permisston from Lara Meding.

wnral painting, d & honer & the dewd. The creations would be uged in the
public ritual. -

By noon on the day of the celebration, the fclities at SHG are dewrly
ratied as sacved space. Led by Mexica danzantes, the procession of Hving
cabwarras Ands s way to the parking lot decorated with eversized pupler-miché
masks, large, nchly painted canvas murals, and 3 centrally located pyramid.
shaped structizre. The alldemale denzante troupe blesses the event with copal
srid drinbests as ey circle the pyrsonid. The procession of 400 begins 1o

disperse and join the others welling in snficipation. A Boal depicting Quetzal

coatl, the feathered serpent deity, maneuvers to the middle of the ot as the siv
fset calnvera on the Hathed truck parks close to the ferce, Children's masks,
poped picade, or imlrically cat Bssue paper, and two long Halzelzompantti, or
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skull racks, decorste the chuindink fence enclusing the parking lot. The -
zotzompantll resembles the one tound in the Teraplo Mayor tn Mexico City.
But these skuils, with sunglasses and teeth bared in smiles, reveal their South-
ern Californian roots as they purview the festivities under way, The opening
prayes olfered by En Lak Ech (You Are My Other 1, 2 group of Chicany posts,
enipliasizes the spirituel significance of the day slad:

W would ke o offer vou sl i a good way, in 2 humble way,
& Prayer song.

We would fike b honov ali those who have passed on, afl sur
ancestors, our grandmothers, and our grandfathers,

We want Lo pray for those who are et to come and those that
are here present with us today.

We, kit Lak Ech mugeres, pray to the womten and muferss who
Have died through viclence or through life and struggle. We
offer this prayer for you.

The duay's schedule includes twenty-seven performances offering more
prayer, music, feabro, poetry, comedy, and dance. The music reflects the diver.
sity of the crowd: mariachi, Chicano rap, blues, Mevican, rock, salsa, and reg-
gae. Groups with names like Quetzal, Az8an Underground, and Quinto Sef
reflect the Los Angeles mtisic scene incorporating an indigenous conscious-
ness. The program for the day ansounces what can be expected;

Cultuire is meot slatie, fod in the hands of artists, it 1s volatile and
exciting. The waditons of Mexico are honored and respected, and
then added to, modified w sccommodate the North American expe-
rience of Ly Raze As is Duy of the Dead, a custors both secular and
religious, sacred and sscresanct, Christian and preCobumbian, the
modern velebrations are old and new, mainteining the most popualar
customns and prorpting the next edge of Invention. Bay of the Dead
has become a paradigm for how loce] artists contribute to the quality
of life in: their covammmity, and it has become the ideal vehicle for
sharing cabtare with the lrger reab of society

Az the performances get under way, it is evidert that politicsl concerns
will fre heard throughout the day ax cormunity members gather to revnember
and renew themselves For ongoing social struggles. Social criticism informs
many of the musical compositions, The kead singer of Aztlin Underground
responds o the power of the systen: toward Chicanos/as:

Sou they csn see a strong brown man, o strong brown women
And foel proud of who they are.

So we can Bnally stand up

and take the foct of the oppressor ot of ths land,

Barnes, Linda L. (Editor); Sered, Susan Starr (Editor}, Religion and Heating in America.
Cary, NC, USA: Oxford University Press. 2004, p 209.
http:/site.ebrary.comflibfudenver/Doc ?id= 10254421 &ppg=226

Capyright © 2004. Oxford University Press. All rights reserved.

http://0-site.ebrary.com. bianca.penlib.du.edw/lib/udenver/docPrint.acti...

May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except fair uses permitted under U.S. or

applicable copyright law.

of 11

9/28/2011 4:16 PM



Religion and Healing in America

6ofli

210 HEALING FROM STRUCTURAL VIOLENCE

Themes of the aeloy reflest an indigeneus consdonsness, Acte 1, Neza
fergaleoyotl; Acto 2, Lo Carpo Tezeatlipoow; Adk 3, Lncharnde con fa Vide Acto <,
twenty-five vears of Chicanahsat! faskion; asd Aco 5, poem to Mugpsizih, One
perfortiince group, indians Teaching Spanisrds [TT5), spaaks 1o “aking back
the streets of Los Arwesles” not just ane day 3 vesr in g provesston for the dead
but for all the living In Los Anpgeles, Throughout the day, peeple sit, stad,
darnce, and mingle with fardly and friends as they soak in the tichness of these
ceedtural and poliicet expressions.

The gallery space on the Brst Suor of SHG is packed with people wewing
the “roorm ahtars.” These sacred spaces reflect Intimate, lifelike scenes from the
homnes of those rememberad. One of the altar mokers dedivates a sewing room
o vt mesther, A black Singer sewing machine, o fulllength mirres, and a dress
form create the center of thiv offendn. An ironing board draped with elothes
provides & sense of the activity that once flled the sewing room. Flowers,
prochet needbes, sewing boses, crocheted dolls, and bolts of fabric 81 this
WORNED'S TooTiE: & creative sanchuary away from the problems of everyday ife
or perhaps the workplace of an efficient seamstyess. Another room ahtar dis-
plays 2 rogos kbichen, one fomilar o many Chicsss who grew up with 2
grandmother who healed others through her cooking. A “dinitg room altar”
adivining the kitchen displeys a buffet tble fitled with photographs, flowers,
ard food offertngs. This “allar withdn an altar™ ermphasizes bow the affende
trsdition: held & central place in this family space. A "backvard porch altay”
includss potted plants and o swinging chair where the arlist’s obuslos, or grand-
purenle, tsed w et Thetr shrine to Guadabupe calls to mind the bome religious
practices embedded fn Chicane Catholic culture,

Near the entrance 1o the second Heor, another altar is dedicated to migrant
frrmwotkers, Uy five fovels are flled with 1 dowers sl black-andired United
Farrn Wotker (UFW) flags and plenty of orange marigolds. Black-and-white
photos of fannworkers fill three of the levels. At the top of the altar is @ pho-
wpraph of Cesar Chaver and Senstor Robert F. Keanedy afler Chaver's iG8
fost. & Guadalupe bmage is placed in the center of the alter with a crucifiy
ailed to the wall sbove. Hed and Black papel pieads outline the sliar Another
altar sponsored by the Wall, an organization for gay Latinos, honors those who
have died of AIDS. Phatogranhs, o statue of Guadslupe, teddy boars, and bumn-
ing sage bless their preserwce. Space is reserved for people to add names or
orayers for others rememabered. By the end of the evening, many numes on
preen and white sheets of puper decorate the wall Fampblets on AIDS pre.
vention atul services for gay Latines in Los Angeles are freely distributed as
part of thiz offende.

brom noon watl len in e evening, several thousand people participate
i the day's activities. No aleohol s served ot the ovent, but an espresso stand
provides cotfer. The aoma of Mevican food &ls the air Vending booths self
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An offendi created by o thivd-gencration altgristy, or altarmaker, Ofelia
Eaparzs. Los Angeles, ipoB. Used with permission from Ling Sedina.

Dias de los Muertos iconography, Participants line up to get their faces painted
calavera style. Guilarists voum the ares singing “Le Dorona” (The Weeping
Womanj, and others serenade the dead. In the fur corner of the parking lot
stunds o fifteen-foot mosaic statue of Our Lady of Guasdalupe, Neighborhood
women clean and mainasin the shrine on a regular basis. Many folke who come

to SHG identify her as Tonantzin, the Nahua mother goddess. This permanent

shrine a1 SHG blesses the crowd and the celebration,

Approximately one half of the forty participanty nterviewed identified as
Cathalic, and the other hall no longer sssociate with organdzed refigion, or, us
one woman shired, *! follow Indigens ways, that makes me balonced.” Al
recopnized the importpnce of the dav as they offered their respect for the dead.
As one informant explained, “Dias de los Muertos has become 3 significant
spiritual celebration for Chicanos, Without that serse of who we are; and who
our ancestors are, we becorse a Jost culture. Many segments of sur society are
lost because they dos't know their ancestry and they don’l understand death.”
Despite diverse religious affiliations, the sense of 2 commuuna] identity per.
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vades the celebration. With 2 shared purpose of vemembering und senewing,
mary participants acknowledge the value of pussing on traditions, and affirm-
g cublaral, spivitad, and political values, As one stated, 1 Jove how [amilies
with their childray aze here, teaching them the treditons, snd how lo honor
their eiders. Unless we teach them. they won't koow.” Knowing that the tra-
dition aids their resistance to marginatization adds to the huporioce of the
celebration, Aunofer participerst ernphasized, "All we get rom the media is
that we |Chicanos| are worthless; our clildren need 1o know their traditions so
that they will know right from wrong when they hear stereotypes.”

The riteaks of making aned exhibiting arl, constrarcting wrendas, perading
in calivera, and performing from the heart, sanctify what is important here in
fast Los Angeles. Az one participant remarked, " Rernembering and honoring
is praving,” Through Dias de los Muertos, Chicanos and Chicanas find healing,
strength, and renews] i their struggle to survive and prosper as 2 peaple,

Discussion

Dias de los Muertos does not replicate Western patterns of exclusion,
The rite, with #s color, humor, and frienddy spirit, Ivites all people 1o ap-
proach death and the "other” without fear The sllence of death and the pain
of enclusion are healed in the festivisy of this public mourming riual, As Fa-
ther Grey Bawmann of Mission Dofores reflects, “In Anglo coliare an altar
for the dead seems bizsrre because we divoree cwrselves from the Bl that
we die, . Wty 1o put I off I the corner and only face #t when we have
te. The Lating culturs i not afraid of death. . When vou age, you don't
have to be ashamed.™

Altlssugh the majority of Chivarsasfos have beer Cliristianized, there is a
concerted effort by many to reinstate and identify with indigenous sncestral
knowledge. Estrangement from Roman Catholicism is due in large part o a
historicsd sttempt fo sssimilate Chicanos inte a "universal” Buro-arerizan Ca-
thelicizns, compaundad by the absence of native-born Chicano dergy, and the
Bmittions placed on the asthority of women in the ecclesiastical stracture,
Many Chicanos, however, who have left the institwtional chureh continue o
identify with symbols that represent the faith, cowrage, and survival of their
Catliolic porents and gravdparents, Dias de los buertos reflects these alle.
giances 23 participants consciously construdt 3 symbol and ritual svstern that
comtains significant elernents of indigenons spirinaabty alongside the elements
Fanad 1meaningful s Mesican Cathodicism. [vons of saimbs, Madennas, Gua-
dabupe, md the sacred hearts of fesus and Mary, among many others, continue
to asserl o strong presence in visual expressions of Chivanufo consclouuess
ared spiriluadiby Catholie icong share physios] space with indigenous elemments
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such o earth, water, fire, herbs, symbols of duality, and images of non-
Christian defties, sach 2s Coatlicue, the Muhua Mether Barth Goddess, on
mzny of the offendas,

This coexistence of Catholic and Messarerican symbols reflects an aspect
of nepantie spirituality, o spirituality 2t the Mological and cubturs] crogsroads
where diverse elernents converge, al imes in great tension ard ot other times
it cohesion. Nepantle is not syncretism in its limited meaninsg but sn example
of transcubturation, or & continuous encounter of two of mote diverzent workl:
views, The use of nepamle, 5 Nabuatl term meaning “in the moddie,” was
vecorded by Frisr Bernardino de Sshagan in the sixteenth contury, Dominivan
friar Diege Durin had reprimanded au indigenous ehler for his behavior
which appeared to the friar to be in discord with Christian and Nubus custons
and morals, The elder responded, “Father, dowr't be afraid, for we are stll
repantn —in other words, “in the middle” or 2 he lter sdded. “we are ney.
tral’” {leon-Portilla 19900 o} The elder’s presumed indecisiveness, inter-
preted as the “trauma of nepantiism,” resulted from forced culiural changs,
producing a psychological and spiritual condition fifled with ambizuity, con-
fusion, and conflict. The indigenous or non-Western self is forced to deny its
essential being and become like the conqueror.

The state of nepenis, however, can become & site of fransformative strugele
and creativity, o state of inherent being and meaning raking (Anzaldua 1987,
Pérer royB). Once the tensions of nepantle are understned and transformed,
and the indigenous self is reclaimed and continuously hesled, nepantia be-
comies 4 psychological, spiritual, and political space that Chicanasfos can ap.
propriate or recast as 2 site of power. Rather then being Bomited by confusion
oy ambiguity, Chivanas/os act a5 subjects or agends in deciding how diverse
religious, cultural, and political systems can or canmol work logether. Just as
the indigenous elder rould have very well been maneuvering the fssures,
boundaries, and borders of his new world, Chicenasfos can consciously make
choices aboul what aspects of diverse worldviews nurture the complexity of
their spiritual and biological mestizafe (cultural/racial misture), and what for
thewn enables communication with transcendent powers, As 3 professor of
religious studies and Chicans/o studies, [ have witnessed Days of the Dead as
ane of the ventral expressions of nepantia spiriaality in the pathway to healing,

Disz de los Muertos provides opportunities for healing, for renewing and
endarging o group identity. In a society that ignores Chicanas/os as historical
actors, the mere act of remembening one's wncestors carries subversive efe.
ments, For Chivanos/as, who are consistently portraved s “aliens™ to the dom-
mant Buro-American culture, confinuity with ancestral ways heads the wounds
incurred by onguing altempts to sifence indigesnous and mestizo peoples. Re-
membering the dead whe struggled o emsure Jfe would continue for hweir

descendants sirengthens communal identity. In the process, a contmunity of
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individuais heals itself. As Chivanas/os revisit and consciously select an indig.
enous heritage {hat supposedly was obliterated through colonial pursuits, they
mizke 1 political decision as well us 2 spiviteal decision, Ay povernment snd
corporate achons show, it iz sill not advantageous 1o be indigenous or Mexdcan.
Lepislation opposing Latine fmmigration, aflimmative sction, aud bilinguast ed-
vcation reflects malnstrearn sentiments tward these populations. And amid
the derper polizical mwaning les s rich spirituality “respecting those who have
vone belore ard celebrating wur abilily te communicate with then, " The poam

"Miguitathl” by Olga Garela concludes as Todlows:

Us Mexicans,

We lawe our dead,

Love “em ke we do chile,
Like we do guitar wailing
Corridos on drunken nighls,
Like we do loud abuelas
Smoking on blue porches . ..

We love our dead
like fire
like rnemory

like the bouncing reflection of afl of us here,

T,
o caras wndndas,
bocas sonrizndo,

walting for #i
ter break.

WOTESR

o See ddfrede Lipes dustin, Timonmchae, Telorsn; Plaos of Adist [MNiwol: Uni-

versity Fress of Colerado., rougl.

2, Father Gregory Bawmans of bission Dolores Farish, nrervicw with author,

NMowerber 1R,

3. Pustor Mike Boonedy, Delores Mission Parish, ioterview with author, January

1599,

4. Translated as "with painted faces, smiling suewhe.” Poens resd 2t SHG. No-

vershet 1, rgo8.
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