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Abstract 

In this paper 1 seek to answer the question, "what role does religion play in San 

Andreas Xeclll')" Xeclil is home to three religions groups-Catholic, Evangelical, and 

Costumbre It looKs at how these diverse groups are able to peacefully co-exist when 

they so often fail to do so in other communities This paper looKs at the way that these 

religious groups share some practices, overlap in both membership and creed, and 

continue in a paralJelmanner, \vhich rarely pits them directly against one and other 

However, their co-existence cannot be accurately assessed without examining contlicts, 

which inevitable arise. This paper examines the trends in S A. Xecul in comparison to 

Santiago Atitlitn and Panajachel a more religiously polarized Maya towns and San Juan, 

a similar town 

Introduction 

''OJ'co/lrsc Illc!llfwrs ollhe cOl/grcgul101/ pracllce cosllllllhre III uddilioll 10 UI/CI/dlllg 

('al/w/lc IllUSS, h01I'L'I'er I do 1101 kll011 UI~l' ,..ac'erdoles Alun' " jJhll'/() ('if/ICII/es, Ihe 

('UI/W/IL' rc'l'erelld III SA, ,reC/l/' 

"{n/l/gclicals CO!lle here 10 pr(~l' 10 SUlI SII/}(JII, hlll rllL'.l' urc Ille J~'\,(I/Igellcalsf/'ollloIlier 

IOWI/S, ulld Ihe f"I'ollgeliculsji'Olll .leutl go 10 olher IOIl'IIS 10 prucllcc cosI/llllhrc," nOli 

j{uj'ael, rill' c/lrrel/I coji'udc ill Ihe secolld SUII ,\illl(JII co/i'wliu ill SA, Xcuti, 

"El'al/gcllcals 01/£1 ( 'atlwlics rea/~l' arc 1/01011 Ihal dl/lercl/l, H'c hOlh pro,l' 10 Ihc SUllie 

(iod al/(I lISC Ihe S(lllle 15ihle: Ihc Ol/!I' dt1tercl/ce is Iha/ll'c /lse saill/s, " . Pedro 

)J!cjolldro ('/1.'\ XI/Ill, a Ilji.'tilllc ('ulhollc ulld U II/clllher oj'the ch/lrch 'sjil/ollc/(JI COlll/oI 



These quotes demonstrate the high le\'eJ of tolerance between different religious 

groups ill S.A. XecuL rV1any anthropologists have written about the relations between 

religious grou ps. most studies ha ve e:--:pJored differellces. division, and opposition 

between each of the three major religious groups in Guatemala-Catholic, Protestant 

and costumbre (Carlsen 1997: Sexton 1978: Bastian 1993; Burnett 1(89) However, I 

find that is SA. Xecul has a generally higher level of tolerance between different 

religious sects, however that is not to say that there is not religious competition and 

discord In this paper I am going to discuss. tirst, the ways that Catholicism, 
,. 

Protestantism, and costumbre co-exist peacefully due to a high level of religious 

accommodation. I will also address the ways in which these groups occasionally clash. 

often for the same reasons articu lated by Carlsen, Se:--:ton, Bastian, and Burnett. 

Methods 

I entered the field planning to study the relationship between ethnicity, religion, 

mode of occupation, and material wealth However. upon preliminary e'\amination of 

the community I determined that these were either not variables or they would be too 

difficult to measure There is virtually no ethnic diversity, according to town statistics 

less than 0500 of the population is Ladino, the rest is of indigenous dissent About 80°0 

of the town is Catholic .. which is synonymous with Costumbrista. The other 200 is0 

Evangelical. While religious difference e:--:isted it was not clear cut and it was ditricult to 

get people to talk about their differences Mode of occupation remai IlS a viable \ariable, 

but it would take much more time than I have to measure. :Material wealth is most 

closely related with working in the lInited States 

I e:--:pected to find that Evangel icals would value and possess more materia I 

wealth than Catholics I also e'\pected to fmel that those practicing costumbre would be 



agricultural workers, less concerned with material wealth, and potentially with 

prejudices against wealthy people. I encountered a study done by Linda Goldin in 

Apolunga that aimed to categorize people as more or less traditional and correlate this 

with their religion and mode of occupation First she had much more experience in the 

community before attempting a survey, which was administered by locals in Kiche'. 

Second, her results did not reveal the correlations that she expected and I hypothesized 

abow(GoldinI002) 

I chose to move !nto a more in depth study of the religious organizations and 

their functions in the tmvn. This is a pel1inent subject to approach in Xecul because 

everyone is religious and believes very strongly in their faith However, many people 

could not explain the role that religion plays as a social institution in their community. 

To understand the function of religion I conducted interviews-both formal and 

informal-with ordinary worshippers, leaders, and observed religious ceremonies. 

During the month of February, 2006, I interviewed a sacerdote Maya, a cohade, the 

Catholic reverend, a member of the financial council in the Catholic Church, and a 

group of Evangelical missionaries, in addition to ordinary citizens I observed a 

Catholic mass, an Evangelicalm3ss, an Evangelical Bible study session, a tvlaya 

ceremony, worship ceremonies to San Simon, a Baptism anel a CatllOlic wedding party 

I encountered some original skepticism from people who were worried about 

talking to a toreigner, especially \vhen I carried a pad of paper J\lany people changed 

their manner and became more reserved when I began taking notes. However. by the 

end of an intervie\v most people were very open and excited about the subject. I tound 

that some people were more interested in delivering a lecture on their faith rather than 

answering the questions that pel1ained directly to my project. Everyone \vas very 

appreciative to haw me attend their ceremonies and take an interest in their religion. 



I expected to tind a clear divide between Evangelicals, Catholics, and 

Costllmbristas ( thought that there would be quite a bit of opposition and criticism of 

the other groups Howe\'ec ( t()lll1d that distinctions between each religious group were 

complicated by the cross-over and dualism, especially from Christian faiths to 

Costumbre. People were hesitant to divide the town into groups according to religions, 

but once they did they often held negative stereotypes of the other groll ps, as I e'(pected. 

Discussion 

Il/ter-faiTh Relatiul/s 

As ( became acquainted with SA. Xecul there were two themes that became 

apparent in nearly every interaction, people in S A Xecul feel passionate pride in their 

strong faith in God and their community Whether, I spoke with a Catholic, a Protestant, 

or a costumbrista they all would counter my offerings of thanks with the phrase "Dios 

primero" As a sacerdote Maya explained to me this is because they believe that God is 

the one who gives every1hing: our personal interactions come only with the blessings of 

God, therefore we must thank him first and t()remost before other mortals The 

passionate pride in the community is f1ll1her demonstrated by people's excitement to 

show off and expla in their commLl nity ( was frequently asked by al most complete 

strangers, "what do you think of S A Xecuj')" or ·'Do you like it here')" They eagerly 

wait a positive response, which they \vould otten embellish with their own opinions of 

the town Furthermore, almost all women still wear traditional corte~ again many people 

were eager to point out the animals of the women's corte, which are unique to S A 

Xecul 

The similar passions of many citizens result tI-om dominate presence of the 

Catholic Church in SA XecllJ The town government statistics indicate 800 0 of the 



urban population is Catholic. The reverend concurs and believes that this is also the 

propoliion of Cathol ics in the u!dcus Because of its large membership and central role 

in community events the Catholic Church tends to be a unifying organization in the 

town. As Bastian observed, "Catholicism proved to be the essential cohesive t:1ctor for 

these fragile nationalities (1993 36)" Guatemala today is still a nation trying the 

reconci Ie 36 years of government genocide, the overt scars oh'iolence in S.A. Xecul 

have been, for the most pali, covered, but many still suffer from poverty, alcoholism, 

domestic violence, COfl,lption and unemployment, putting S A. Xecul in a somewhat 

precarious position (Field notes Feb 8th 20(6) 

Thus far Protestant churches have only been able to convert one flfth of the 

population a relative small number in comparison the other palis of the country (Sexton 

1993; Carlsen 19(7) Sexton examines one possible explanation for this, "Protestantism 

is most likely to gain a foJknving where (tirst) competing Catholicism lacks sufficient 

personnel, (second) faci Iities, or (third) interest to serve the loca I populat ion (Sexton 

1993 180)" First, there is not competing Catholicism in S.A. Xecul Catholic Action 

probably did not gain a large tollO\ving in S.A Xecul because of the strong presence of 

costumbre Catholic Action is opposed of the practice of costumbre, theretore it loses 

many followers in strong costumbrista cOl1lmunities (Sexton 1993 184) FLIlihermore, 

the Catholic congregation has raised sufticient hll1ds to hire their own reverend since 

the 1940s 

Second, the Catholic Church has sufticient facilities; the church building is the 

largest building in town It occupies a prominent position on the West side of the central 

plaza opposite the municipal building The front is painted bright yellow and adorned 

with 270 tlgures Its physical position and conspicuous appearance parallel its role as 

the most impoliant social institution in to\vn It is not onlv the Church of most 



inhabitants of XecuL but also the organization responsible for some of the most vvell 

known ev'ents in most citizens' lives-baptism, first communion, marriages, and 

communitv wide holiday celebrations are all sponsored by the Catholic Church 

Third, in the municipality, mass is held daily-7-8am every weekday, 7pm on 

Wednesday, 8pm on Saturday-and twice on Sunday, at 7am and J Oam in a beautiflil 

church located on the central plaza The reYerend also travels to each aldeas, some of 

which have their own Catholic Church, to give bimonthly masses The first sermon I 

observed began \",ith the reverent saying "only out of every six people in the vyorId is 
< 

Catholic. this is not enough, and we need to vv'ork to raise that number (Field notes Feb 

5th 2006 )," There clearly is a dedication with in the Catholic Church to maintaining its 

me mbershi p 

While the competition between Catholics and Evangelicals could breed 

animosity it has not, for the most pal1 Burnett observed how at one time was a "major 

deviance th)m accepted social norms to join a Protestant church ( 1989 13 7)" One 

missionary remarked to me that, "it is very difficult to v'lin comel1s in S.:'\. Xecul 

because of family pressure When the rest of the family is Catholic (as the often are in 

S.A Xecul) it is very hard for an individual to convert (Field notes Feb 21'[ 2(06)" 

While Catholicism is hard to escape from because of its central location, there are stiH 

good relations between Evangelicals and Catholics For example, a women's group in 

tovvn, Poder y Fuerza, is an inter-faith group. that proceeds without religious contlict 

between members Some Catholics are eYen able to acknowledge the similarities 

betvveen their faith and that of the Evangelicals They realize that they have the same 

God and use the same Bible (see introduction quote #3) 

One might imagine a greater contlict between costumbristas and Christians. 

however this is not the case. Everyone acknO\vledges that costumbristas and Catholic 



are the same people much of the time There are some people who practice only 

costumbre and others who practice only Catholicism, but they are the exceptions Even 

sacerdotes Maya often attend Catholic mass And the reverend acknmvledges the 

presence of costumbristas among his congregation (see introduction quote # I) 

Greater opposition arises between Evangelicals and costumbristas, however on 

close examination it becomes apparent that there is a contradiction between Evangelical 

rhetoric and practice. Evangelicals are very clear that ""there is one word of God and one 

way to worship God (F!eld notes Feb 21 sf ~006)" This means that the pal1icipation in 

Maya ceremonies is not permitted, however I spoke with a cofrade and a sacerdote who 

claimed to have had their services solicited by Evangelicals Other Catholics claim the 

Evangelicals practice costumbre too, but I could not find an Evangelical who would 

admit to practicing costumbre 

Whatever the inter-religious relations are it is clear that costumbre is alive and 

well in SA. Xecul Every morning and evening one can Jook up into the surrounding 

mountains and see the smoke of various ceremonial fires. Official statistics on the 

number of citizens who practice ('osllIIlIhn.' do not exist. The town data on religion only 

counts Catholics, Evangelicals, and others (town repon) The omission of costumbre 

from official statistics strongly mis-pOlirays the religious situation in S A. XecuL 

however it prevents them from having the divide out costumbristas, \vhich \vould be a 

difficult task as they often are the same as those attending masses. 

Simi/orilles NOllles, Ploces, 011£1 P!'uclices 

The most famous tvlaya ceremonial site in Xecul is called ('upi/lu de ('ulm!'/() It 

is located about 10 blocks up the hill to the north-west of the central plaza There is a 

small Catholic shrine with a yeJlovv fa<;ade, \vhich resembles that of the Catholic Church 

on the plaza Right next to the Catholic place of worship is a very large Maya alter 



There are very frequently fires going on here, and sometimes as many as three or four at 

one time. Everyone in to\vn who talks <lbout sacred sites tirst mentions (·u/\'(Jr!o. This 

site represents the proximity of Catholicism and costumbre. The undeniable reality that 

the two are practiced physically side-by-side parallels the way that many individuals 

practice them side-by-side in their spiritual life-going first to Catholic mass and then a 

Maya ceremony. 

('u/nHio is not the onlv ceremonial site that demonstrates the proximity of 

Catholicism and costumbre; the surrounding mountains are tilled with Jvlaya alters. \ery 

often prominent rock features, \vhicll almost alway.s teature a cross However, there are 

t\VO distinct types of crosses present in XecuL there is a l'vlava cross and a Christian 

cross The Maya cross is an equilateral cross, often decorated with mystically 

signiticant tigures On the Christina cross then horizontal beam crosses the vertical one 

above its miclpoint making the shape of the cross on which Jesus Christ \vas crucitied. 

The l'vlaya cross existed long before then Spanish Catholics arrived here just OWl' 500 

years <lgo, but when they came they brought their own version of the cross, which has 

come to be used along with the l'vIaya cross <It traditional Iv s<lcred sites The Maya cross 

is imponant to the Maya mystical worlel-view because it can be easily inscribed in <I 

circle, which is a r..Jaya representation of perfection 

l'vlaya ceremonies today not only use a Christian cross, but very often include 

Christian prayers, showing the way the that two religious ha\e developed together This 

dualism makes it even more difticult to differentiate because costumbristas are using 

Catholic forms of worship in their service, which makes it hard for a costumbrista to 

denounce Catholicism and makes it easier for a costumbrista to tit into a C<ltholic 

environment Ceremonies differ tl'om Catholic services in the way that prayers are said 

and, in t~lct, are more similar to Evangelicals. When there is more than one person 



running the ceremony they will otten pray at the same time as the Evangelicals do 

during their services 

Churches have also adopted traditional items from the community The re\wend 

gives mass wearing a white robe decorated with a pattern traditional to S A. Xecul Also 

during the mass singing is accompanied by a marimba, by far the most popular 

instrument in SA XecuL This \vas of embracing the local community, not only makes 

it easier for community members to join the church, but attaches the church to the 

community in a \vay th~.t prevents controversy 

The town's patron saint, San Andreas, is another example of the filsion bet\veen 

Catholic and costumbre. Typical of many tmvn's patron saints he was found up in the 

mountains at a location that continues to fill1ction as a 1\1ava alter Everv vear for his . " . 

saint's day the San Andreas Aposto coti"adia holds a procession that descends hom the 

mountain from to the Catholic Church In fact, other pal1s of the celebrations show the 

blending of costumbre and Cathol icism The dance of the monkeys is a popular part of 

the festivities The dancers spend a month living in the mountains like animals-not 

bathing and finding whatever they can to eat in the mountain They come back for the 

celebration symbolically' dressed as animals for a symbolic celebration in front of tile 

Catholic Church. The dance of the monkeys is, of course. not a Catholic celebration. but 

an event derived from the community, \vhich has become incorporated with a Catholic 

celebration. 

Religious vocabulary reveals fiJrther similarities between them. Each group has 

their own name tor God: the Catholics call him Dios, the Evangelicals call him Jehovah, 

and the costumbristas call him Ajaw Howe\'er, they all call him God, Dios, at times and 

he serves nearly the same filnction for all of them. E\angelicals and Catholics, of 

course, both lise the same Bible. Today costumbristas generally acknowledge the Popol 



\\111 as their religious text HO\veveL \vhile speaking to a Catholic, \vho happened not to 

practice costumbre, he referred to his Bible as "pop vuh (Field notes Feb n'd 2006l" In 

the literal Kiche' translation popol yuh means book of council, however it is commonly 

known as the 1\laya book of council, a reference that I believe this man did not realize 

that he had made Evangelicals call their leaders pastor almost invariably, however 

Catholics have a few names. Catholics refer to their religious leader as pastor, reverendo 

(reverend), or sacerdote (a Spanish word meaning priest) Interestingly, l'vlaya religious 

leaders are invariably called sacerdote with few making the distinction and calling them,. 

sacerdote lVIava 

('u/i'w/ius (//ld Ihi! ('il'if Ri!/iglO/ls Hii!rurchy 

When the Spaniards conquered the Guatemalan Highlands, they brought with 

them Catholicisl11 In an effort of govern and spread the word of God the Spaniards 

impol1ed a civiJ religious cargo system from Spain In the cargo system one man would 

serve for a year as the cofrade, during which time he would be the chief political officer 

in the town in addition for being responsible for the patron saint's celebration (Carlsen 

1997 n) After the separation of church and state coti'adias were reduced to ceremonial 

organizations, although they very often remain very important ones. however in SA 

Xecul they are of minimal importance, which downplays the contI-ontation between the 

Catholic Church and cotI-adias that occurs in some towns (see Carlsen 1(97) "It is 

hardly surprising that both Catholic and Protestant detractors of the Old Ways have 

equated Maximon with Satan (Carlsen 1997 24)" However, this is the case only for a 

few Catholics and not all Protestants in S.A. XecuJ 

In S A Xecul there are three ('o/i'w/ius outside of the Catholic Church-two the 

San Simon and one to San Andreas Aposto, the patron saint of the town. There are I I 

cotI-adias in the church, but they function like church associations as part of the 

IQ 



congregation, rather than separate organizations with their own leadershi p and purpose 

There is a dispute between the two cofradias to San Simon Everyone agrees that one is 

"t~lke," while the other is "real." One explanation is that the owner of the "fake" one 

\vas one a cojim!e in the one and only San Simon coji'odio in Xecul, but when it came 

time for him to give up the effigy he refused and when he was forced to give it up he cut 

a piece off of the mask of the real one and created he own San Simon. 

In most coji'odia<,' the coji'(/(!e is responsible for a large annual celebration on the 

saint's day The c(!li'cJde is responsible for organizing a procession, constructing a 

structure in which the saint rides during the procession, and throwing a large pal1y for 

all members of the coji-odio and other members ofthe community The celebration 

includes dancing. music. and dancing, however in Xecul the coji-odias do not thrO\v 

very Iarge celebrations. 

The San Andreas Aposto coji'adia thrO\vs a pal1y, but the town is already 

celebrating at events sponsored by the San Andreas Aposto cofradia housed in the 

Catholic Church. wllich is free from traditional Maya influence. The fake San Simon 

coji'odio does not have a procession. although more worshippers come to visit him on 

his saint's day. The real one has a procession and pal1y every year. but it is a celebration 

mostly for the members of the coji'adia and their friends and family. not a whole 

commu nity event. 

Co III III 111 II /1' F1I1Ic/ iO/ls 

The Catholic Church holds a virtual monopoly on large conspicuous events and 

common coming of age ritual s Baptisms, tirst commu nion. wedd ings and church 

holidays are all held in the Catholic Church and spill out across the central plaza as 

large parties of tamily members move from their place of \vorship to a house to 

continue celebrations Most families are all still attend the Catholic Church. as do their 

Ii 



t,-iend s. so there is very Jittle riva Iry between t:1mi Iy members or bride and groom about 

where or what type of ceremony should take place 

While these fami Iy celebrations include a significant pOJ1ion of the town. they 

are tiny compared to the town-wide celebrations for Church holidays. especially the 

town's patron saint's day. The town, of course is named for San Andrea Aposto The 

celebration in his honor lasts from November .26th through December r t Festivities 

features bands playing in the central plaza every night dancing. tholJsands of dollars of 

fireworks, a processions through the entire town. and the ReiI/O ll/digil/o contest All 

events are well attended and it is impossible for anyone Jiving in the municipality not to 

at least pass through the celebrations. 

( ·ostl/m/mstus. being generally the same as Catholics. pal1icipate in these 

ceremonies. Even those who are not Catholics do not have a strong reJigious conviction 

that pre\'ents them from pal1icipating After all. Catholic celebrations are intended to 

honor God, a value that ( 'ost/llJl/mstos share \vith Catholics 

E\angelicals are generally opposed to the worship of saints ancl e:\cessiw 

celebration, but they are a small enough groups that their absence is not missed. nor do 

they put a signiticant opposition This is important because in some towns there are 

strong divisions between Evangelicals and Catholics over ceremonies (Carlsen 19( 7) 

Neither Evangelicals nor costumbristas hold large celebrations that could cause a 

disturbance in the town 

f)il'lsiol/s 

The small Evangelical congregations are a point of contention for Catholics 

There are still many Catholics who remember when the community was virtually 

completely Catholic and lament the loss of community the religious fractionalization 

brings Because Evangelicals are not all from the same sect there is even greater 

Iz... 



fractionalization then simply betvveen Catholic and Evangelical, but also between the 

small Evangelical sects, which sometimes are not any larger than 10 members There 

are only three Evangelical churches in S.A Xecul. The largest mass was attended by 

only 83 people The other two churches draw smaller crows. Most of the Evangelical 

cburcbes also arrange Bible study sessions, which are often advel1ised on small signs 

hanging over the doors of some houses 

Carlsen experiences a more sever version of this in Santiago Atitlan, a 

community that is much more Evangelical than S A. Xecul. 

'The community is no\\ se\ crdy fractlOl1Jlized according to rL'ligiolls 

aft-illation. The pnmar~ actors III that fractionalization arc Atitbn' s Protestant 

population, with some of the 1110St \iciolls fractiol1Jlization occurnng among 

Protestant sects ( ll)l) 7. I X). ,. 

In S A. Xecul I did not encounter the competition between Evangelicals. but the 

Catholics were quick to level that accusation The largest reason for the 

complaint was not religious, but social. 

The CatllOlic Church also operates with a mission to help the community \vith 

material needs, in addition to spiritual needs There are groups within the congregation 

responsible for making bouse visits to the sick and elderly to bring them food and pray 

for them The most prominent among these groups is Los Aloc!n:s ('hri.\fiul/o.\ They are 

kno\vn for their \vork around the Nevv Year, when they make most of their house calls 

The financial council of the church has also considered creating a parish pharmacy, so 

that they could help needy parishioners with tbeir medical needs, however they have not 

been able to realize this project for lack offunds Evangelicals do not perform similar 

fu nctions. 

Due to the small size of congregations, the lack offunds and tl'agmentation 

Evangelicals are unable to make a coorclinated eft()rt to realize a coml11unity prolect 



HoweveL there is some action to help the community by teaching reading, but they do 

not perform community: services like the Catholic Church does. 

j>/uces alld j\ lodes oj' WorshijJ 

Nowhere are the differences between Catholics, Evangelicals. and Costumbristas 

more pronounced than in their places of\vorship They each take \vhat is quintessential 

to their religioLls experience and emphasis it as much as possible in their decorations 

and sermons. These also happen to be the items for which they receive criticism from 

the other religious groups 

The inside of the Catholic Church features more than a dozen figures of Christ 

and various Saints Evangelicals otten criticize the Catholics for praying the saints 

rather than God They see this as a sacrilegious disobedience to the work of GoeL 

however Catholics are quick to explain that they are not actually praying to the saints, 

but they are using them to teach the like of Jesus Christ and honor Goel. Again, they are 

making sure to put God tirst. 

A ceremony will begin with the carentl construction of the fire at one of the 

l\Iaya alters. After smoothing ea11h, whic h wi II consists mostly of ashes from previous 

fires, the sucerdo!e will begin by drawing some combination of crosses and circles in 

the dirt.. which he will then outline in sugar. He will then proceed by layering the other 

materials the burn paying close attention the achieving balance in what he lays down 

The last layer will consist of candles. Before lighting the fire the sueerc/o!c prays to 

Ajaw t:'1cing each of the four cardinal directions. 

Sacerdotes are often accused of being witches who go into the mountains to do 

evil Orthodox Christians believe that they are praying to deities. ea11h lords. and 

sometimes even the rocks where they hold their ceremonies. However. a sacerdote will 



explain that the ceremony, the rocks and any figures are all simply \vays of honoring 

God. They insist that he comes first and they honor him above anyone else 

E\'angelicals claim to have a pure faith, clean from drink and nature 

worshipping They generally are not criticized for the \'alidity of their faith, but they are 

often work in opposition to the customs and history of the communities in which they 

operate They are against ceremonies and celebrations for the most part because they 

believe that they put saint. drinking, and excess when they should be putting God first 

These differences can Qe identified by most people in the community, but they do not 

cause intense social division, like they do in some other communities 

Sexton's comparati\e study of Panajachel and San Juan provide a possible 

explanation for this ( 19(3) In PanajacheL the more Evangelical community there is was 

much greater division, \vhereas in San Juan there was less conflict between the two 

groups In Panajachel there was more direct competition because the Evangelical 

population has reached a size at which their presence effected the Catholic 

congregation, but they were still not a unified group In San Juan there \\as still such a 

Catholic majority that thev could carryon much as they has previously SA XecuJ is 

more like the latter because 800 
0 of the population remains Catholic, the Catholic 

Church can continue to function much as it has for centuries 

El'Ul/gelio 

When Christians advocate conversion in SA Xecul they have to be calling for 

people to leave another faith because there is virtually no one \vho does not profess to 

one religion or another. Catholics frequently preach the importance of the CIWlgelio 

however they are not gaining convel1s from the Evangelicals or really winning any 

convel1s at all. However, they already are 800 
0 of the population leaving them few 

people, except for recent converts to Evangelical sects to try to win back 

I> 



The Jehovah's \Vitnesses represent one of the smaller evangelical sects in XecuL 

but they are representative of the way that evangelicalism is spreading through Xecul 

The Xda congregation has been coming to Xecul for about ten years now They now 

have a group tlwt meets regularly on Tuesday evenings for Bible study and on Sunday 

afternoons for a service. The Xela congregation, in conjunction with the Xecul Jahova· s 

Witnesses, does a lot of door-to-door recruitment with the objective of reaching 

everyone in town Most of the people who do door to door work and a combination of 

Guatemalans based in Xela and Americans also living in XeJa 
~ ~ 

There are a few speakers mounted on elevated wooden pools, which are used to 

broadcast Evangelical services during the week. The one near my house begins at 

6 OOam on Sunday morning They also broadcast on Wednesday and Friday evenings 

They feature a mix of singing and Bible passages followecl by a sermon This is a 

common practice among Evangelicals in other towns too (Carlsen 1997 I)) 

( 'osflllll/msfu\ do not mount any formal attempt to recruit followers ('ol,llllllh!'c 

is something that has always been in the community and will continue as long as there 

are socor(/ofes, however cosfllll/hre may die out at Evangelicals continue to \vin more 

power in the town. Despite the work of all Christian groups to win followers there is 

surprising little bitterness toward each other 

Conclusion 

Everyone is passionate about their religion in S A Xecul, a sacerdote spent more 

than two hours explaining what it is to be a sacerclote after I told I made one simple 

inquiry /\ Catholic gave me an hour lecture on the life ofJesus Christ followed by a 

full length feature tjlm on the same subject An Evangelical pastor introduced me to the 

congregation at the beginning of his sermon However, people seem to keep their t:1ith 



more 011 a spiritual level that does not complicate inter-faith relations. Churches 

regularly fill up and people attend meetings on all days of the week 

In conclusion to his introduction to the various religion and religious contlicts of 

Santiago Atit1<'In Carlsen concludes that, "in short, 011 ecological, sociopolitical, and 

socioreligious grounds, recent existence ill Santiago Atitlan has been, if not chaotic, 

certainly dysfunctional (199718)" This is far from the case in SA. XecuL where three 

religions co-exist with minimal contlict. So, why doesn't SA Xecul suffer the same 

way that other towns do') 
,. 

S.A. Xecul has a high level of religious accommodation and tolerance inspired 

by incorporation of religious practices from the other groups. This is especially tnle 

bet\veen Catholics and costumbristas, who have negotiated a peaceful co-existence over 

the centuries By no\\/ costumbristas could not easily remove all of the Catholic symbols 

that have been incorporated in their ceremonies, nor could the Catholic Church break its 

tacit agreement to permit the practice of costumbre without losi ng a significant portion 

of its membership What has not a negotiated mutual co-existence is covered up by the 

dominance of the Catholic Church Evangelicals are the newest addition to the religious 

mix in S.A Xecul They are changing the organization of the comnnlllity. but they are 

not yet a large enough group to upset the balance Celebrations for San Andreas still 

cover the town for days and cofradias freely parade through the streets For now S.A 

Xecul is a intensely religious without ow11 contlict however the growing Evangelical 

population will at some point require the social-religious stlUcture of the town to be 

renegotiated like is happening in Santiago Atitlan, PanajacheL and many other 

communities all over Guatemala where the roles of Catholicism, costumbre, or 

Evangelicals have radically shifted. 
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