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It was in one of the most unlikely of places, Las Vegas, Nevada, where I witnessed
the transformational capacity of religious belief, and came to understand the
concept of “community” as a verb (Cashman 2021: 94; Noyes 2003). On a cool but
sunny December 12, 2001, my friend from Mexico, Augustina, and 1 were invited
into the backyard of the Perez family in a neighborhood not far from The Strip.
Cloistered in a corner behind the house, invasive desert ivy was gripping the glass
frame and creating natural camouflage that protected the elaborate, five foot tall
statue. Our Lady of Guadalupe was rendered in dense, shiny ceramic, an artistic
expression of the apparition of the Virgin Mary, with her turquois mantel, tunic,
and golden crown and aura. She brought dozens of celebrants to their knees, some
weeping, as her image and miracle promised a path to healing, renewed hope, and
intense personal bonds.

A bird’s eye view of the scene would look like a crowded neighborhood party.
People were streaming in toward the shrine. Smoke from the outdoor cooking pots
was wafting up between trees carrying a mixture of pungent, acidic and sweet
aromas. We caught glimpses of bright colors, feathers, shimmer, and bass to
soprano sounds. There was a solemnness mixed with excitement.

Food is always a draw at such events, and here the family who owned the life-
sized icon of the Virgin, had made menudo with tripe, pozole, a combination of pork,
hominy and chilis, and champurrade, the traditional Mexican hot chocolate in
enormous metal vats. Newly arriving visitors headed immediately for the feast.
Perez family members ladled out generous amounts into Styrofoam bowls. The
feast, however, was not the reason for the gathering.
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The Perez’s backyard holds one of the largest statues of Our Lady of Guadalupe
in southern Nevada. The shrine represents the apparition reputed to be seen four
times in December, 1531, by Juan Diego, a Nahuatl speaking Aztec peasant (who
then converted to Christianity) in the Tepeyac Hills north of Mexico City. The story
is that when Juan Diego told the bishop about his sighting, the bishop requested
proof. Juan Diego asked the Virgin of Guadalupe for evidence of her appearance.
She told Diego to pick roses from a specific field and take them to the Bishop. The
roses do not normally grow in December. As he handed them to the bishop, there
appeared a full image of the Virgin of Guadalupe on Diego’s cloak, which Diego
offered to the bishop. A second miracle transpired at the same time. The apparition
of the Virgin became visible to Juan Diego’s dying uncle, who was subsequently
healed. Believing that these were miraculous occurrences, testimonies of the
apparition followed, and shrines to the Virgin (the apparition) became centers for
pilgrimages, and common in syncretic elements of Mexican identity and culture.

Replicas of the Lady of Guadalupe are honored with celebrations in Mexico,
across the US, and in other communities on December 12th. Reverence and fiestas
fill the day. Many people return every year to show their gratitude and renew their
faith and friendships. Neatly all hope that they might be among those few who are
graced with the rare miracle of seeing firsthand the Lady of Guadalupe shrine
shedding tears; thus, bearing witness to a phenomenon most consider impossible.

Following devotional prayers, offerings to the shrine, and feasting, the ritualistic
and ceremonial Matachines dancers and their music became the center of attention.
Adapted from Spain and the Aztec Empire, the customary dance and music are
shared by local Mexican and Native groups. The performance typically features
twelve elaborately costumed dancers who perform in two lines of six winding their
way down through the middle of the crowd. In Las Vegas there are over fifty
Matachines dancers and musicians. The troupe is introduced by drumming and high
pitched hand jingles and rattles. Their dance-drama procession begins many yards
away from the Lady of Guadalupe statue and slowly, deliberately moves closer. They
end their dance at the foot of the shrine. The sound is hypnotic. It is a cacophony
of loud, repetitive music. Together with two-foot high feather and silk headdresses,
rattles and jingles on vibrant colored dresses and pants, it becomes easy to feel the
trance like embrace with those shoulder-to-shoulder. As the Matachines near the
shrine, the ambiance gets more heated. The finale is loud, syncopated music, and
worshipful hands pointed toward the shrine. After applause, most Matachines
members stay and intermingle with the crowd.

Once the strong emotional tenor subsided, the crowd moved away from the
shrine and spread out into the gardens with lively chatter. I was slow to join them.
Instead, I stayed behind frantically scribbling handwritten notes so that later I would
not forget the context, and could quickly relive the indelible force of the music and
dance. Augustina was a few steps in front of me, closer to the crowd. In a flash, out
of the corner of my eye I saw Mrs. Perez come out her back door, stand close to
the shrine, and reach up toward the eyes. Moments later I could see wet fluid
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dripping from the eyes down to the chin. Mrs. Perez then bent down and with a
slight cry said loudly, “The Lady, she is weeping.”
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People rushed back to the shrine. Many of the folks around me were falling to
their knees, tearing up, asking Our Lady for her blessing, and thanking her for
honoring them with the miracle. They were unbearably happy and moved. Mrs.
Perez tried to dab the tears off, but they continued to fall. (Mrs. Perez was dabbing
with cotton balls. I found out later that they had been soaked in water and olive oil).

I was shocked. Augustina had been looking the other direction, she didn’t see
what I saw. I said aghast, “wait, she PUT those tears on the statue. I saw her. These
people are being fooled. They believe the tears are real. How can Mrs. Perez deceive
everyone like this?”

People continued holding onto one another, praying, and hugging, saying they
were now tied together like family; they felt as if the shrine’s tears were an elixir for
healing, and this phenomenon assured their faith in the future. Most were awestruck
in the same moment I found it hard to look them in the eye.

I realized the performance of the Matachines set the emotional stage for what
was to come. With the intensity of sound, music, and colot, the audience had
become open, raw to what would occur in just minutes. Ritual turned into sacred.
If there were disbelievers among us, they must have questioned their own
skepticism, and been shaken enough to unseat their logic. I saw fake tears turn into
real tears, from the shrine to the community.

I took dozens of photographs, although I did not get a picture of Mrs. Perez
and her sleight of hand. I wanted to ask her about her motives, so I started walking
back toward the house. I told Augustina I felt compelled to talk to Mrs. Perez.
Augustina practically begged me not to speak about this to Mrs. Perez, because it
would interfere with this emotional and spiritual process. I kept repeating to
Augustina that the tears on the shrine were fake. They were a product of an active
participant who wanted the ritualized activity and venue to be embedded with
potent symbolism. The result of Mrs. Perez’s actions would appear to be the power
of the supernatural. Perhaps instead, it ascribed the Perez family with some form of
cultural power, or provided them a particular social identity within the Las Vegas
Hispanic community. I was not certain, and Augustina did not want to hear what I
was saying.

I thought people had been manipulated by a trusted family in the community.
They were sharing comforting rituals with one another that could hold other, deeper
meanings. Augustina seemed at peace with all of it. It was as if she didn’t want to
know the truth. She wanted to believe Our Lady was weeping despite my
description of what I had just seen. Disappointed, I grappled with whether or not
the people around me were so indoctrinated with an ideology that “don’t ask; don’t
look” was part of the process of the tradition.

I had come to the Perez’s to document all the components of the celebration,
but what became most important was the dishonesty. Why was there a need to
fabricate a miracle? It was not for the sake of money, (there were no fees or
donations) or power, at least that I could tell. It appeared that this group of people
accepted the exalted qualities promised and secretly demonstrated by the owners of
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the shrine. The tears were shaping their spiritual world, posing as a harbinger of
good health and a good future, but their real function, I think, was to strengthen
existing beliefs.

I wondered where this fell in the realm of fakelore, and authenticity, or even
within the contours of prophecy and cognitive dissonance . The crowd of people,
and the musicians and dancers were not appropriating, or using spurious traditions
to seal their Hispanic culture through this event. They were enacting centuries old
interactions and beliefs from their cultures.

The core of beliefs, the connection between images of the shrine and the
sightings in 1531, and the annual feasts and performances that reinforce the impor-
tance and meaning of Our Lady of Guadalupe are genuine. The people visiting the
shrine believed there could be miraculous occurrences and they received substan-
tiation. The literature and the other fieldworkers I consulted had little in the way of
comparative experience and analysis.

1 was flooded with doubt about tradition, authenticity, and motivation. If one
of the participants had seen Mrs. Perez place tears on the shrine, would it undermine
their beliefs, create conflict, or anger with the family? How many other cultural
celebrations and belief systems are sustained through similar fiction? Did the entire
Perez family know? Did anyone else know? Had it been done before? What if
someone else, someone outside the Perez family had applied the tears—would it
change the experience? Without answers, I can only posit the obvious, the
rudimentary: traditions are a complex web, their meanings sometimes obscure to
the fieldworker.

Ultimately, I concluded that the framing of the celebration, the people and their
devotion, their needs and the symbolic meanings were all real even if Our Lady of
Guadalupe’s tears were not. This was a gathering of people who used traditional
means to grow closer to one another, and to realize their personal, religious and
spiritual goals. They had something that they would never forget; an experience that
would stand out for the rest of their lives. Their emotion was authentic and they
had made an investment in their culture through prayer, belief and participation.
The shrine is a cornerstone of their religious identity, and the (fabrication of) tears
deepened it. I did not reveal the truth to anyone but Augustina. I chose not to
interfere with the appearance of a miracle and the power of belief.
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