
Our Lady of Guadalupe 

 

One of the converts to Catholicism in the New World was a poor Aztec indian named 

Juan Diego, age 57. In 1531, on one of his trips to the chapel, Juan was walking through 

the Tepayac hill country in central Mexico. Near Tepayac Hill he encountered a beautiful 

woman surrounded by a ball of light as bright as the sun. Speaking in his native tongue, 

the beautiful lady identified herself and told Juan Diego to tell the bishop that she wishes 

a church be built on this very hill.  

 

Juan then went to the Bishop, the Franciscan, Juan de Zumarraga .The bishop told Juan 

that he would consider the request of the Lady and told him he could visit him again if he 

so desired. Juan was disappointed by the bishop's response and felt himself unworthy to 

persuade someone as important as a bishop. He returned to the hill where he had first met 

Mary and found her there waiting for him. He implored her to send someone else, but she 

would hear none of it. She then told him to return the next day to the bishop and repeat 

the request. Juan met again with the bishop who, on re-hearing his story, asked him to ask 

the Lady to provide a sign as a proof of who she was. Juan dutifully returned to the hill 

and told Mary, who was again waiting for him there, of the bishop's request. Mary 

responded: "My little son, am I not your Mother? Do not fear. The Bishop shall have his 

sign. Come back to this place tomorrow.” 

 

Unfortunately, Juan was not able to return to the hill the next day. His uncle had become 

mortally ill and Juan stayed with him to care for him. After two days, with his uncle near 

death, Juan left his side to find a priest. Juan had to pass Tepayac Hill to get to the priest. 

As he was passing, he found Mary waiting for him who told him those famous words of 

Guadalupe: "Do not be distressed, my little son. Am I not here with you? Am I not your 

Mother? Are you not under my shadow and protection? Your uncle will not die at this 

time. Now go to the top of the hill and cut the flowers that are growing there. Bring them 

then to me." Juan obeyed Mary's instructions and went to the top of the hill where he 

found a full bloom of Castilian roses, blooming in the middle of winter, on the Tepeyac 

Hill known to have arid soil where only cacti and native plants grew. Removing his 



tilma, a poncho-like cape made of cactus fiber, he cut the roses and carried them back to 

Mary, who as the story goes, rearranged the roses.  

 

Juan once again came before the bishop and several of his advisors. He told the bishop 

his story and opened the tilma letting the flowers fall out. But it wasn't the beautiful roses 

that caused the bishop and his advisors to fall to their knees; for there, on the tilma, was a 

picture of the Blessed Virgin Mary precisely as Juan had described her.  

 

Some facts and trivia about Our Lady of Guadalupe and the image.   

1. Within six years of the apparition, six million Aztecs had converted to 

Catholicism.  

2. It's believed that the word Guadalupe was actually a Spanish mistranslation of the 

local Aztec dialect. The word that Mary probably used was Coatlallope which 

means "one who treads on snakes"!  

3. Our Blessed Mother's face is bowed down, looking at everyone tenderly and with 

compassion. She is gazing slightly to one side as a sign of reverence and respect 

as native Indians considered it improper to look directly at anyone's face. The 

features of the face are neither that of an Indian nor Spanish but a mestizo, 

meaning a blend of races (Aztec and Spanish).  

4. When she spoke to Juan Diego, she spoke in his native Aztec language.  

5. On the Sacred Image, our Blessed Mother's hair is loose, indicating she's a virgin 

maiden - married indigenous women braided their hair. 

6. The band or ribbon tied in a knot signifies that she is a noblewoman with child - 

noble indigenous women tied a black band just above their waist to show they 

were pregnant. This symbol, together with the symbolism of Our Lady's hair, 

confirms her message to St Juan Diego - 'I am the Always Holy VIRGIN Mary, 

MOTHER of the true God'. 

7. To the Aztecs, her folded hands and her bent left knee, with the tip of one shoe 

showing as she stepped on the new moon crescent, signify that the Blessed Virgin 

is dancing and clapping her hands to the rhythm of the maracas, their musical 

instrument - this was how the Aztecs prayed. 



8. The brooch on the neck: The indigenous people had idols with a jade oval which 

they believed gave life. The central position and the shape of this brooch with a 

cross signifies how important Jesus Christ is to The Virgin as she brings a 

message that's Christocentric. It also symbolizes the union of two cultures through 

the Spanish Cross, being the Christian sacred symbol, and the four-petalled 

flower, being the Aztec sacred symbol. 

9. The tilma is more than 450 years old.  Imitations of the tilma have been made 

using the same materials and they have decomposed completely in 20 years in the 

regional climate!  

10. For the first 116 years of its existence, it was not protected by glass.  It was 

exposed to dirt, humidity, water from floods and torrential downpours, insects, 

smoke from thousands of votive candles, as well as being touched by countless 

people with their hands, rosaries, medals, and just about any object you can think 

of.  In spite of this, there are very few signs of deterioration 

11. In 1791, a worker accidentally spilled nitric acid from the top to the bottom of the 

tilma while cleaning the silver frame that was holding it.  This should have 

destroyed the canvas, but there is only a small stain which is hardly visible. 

12.  In 1921, a bomb was planted by anti-clerical forces on an altar under it. There 

was also a cast-iron cross next to the tilma and when the bomb exploded, the cross 

was twisted out of shape, the marble altar rail was heavily damaged and the tilma 

was untouched! 

13. In the frame, the tilma is placed on a metal plate which hovers around 15 degrees 

Celsius to the touch.  The tilma however, remains at a constant 36.5 degrees 

Celsius, or in other words, the temperature of a healthy human body! 

14. When examined by professor Don Francisco Campos Rivera, an expert in 

painting technique from Barcelona, he found that the tilma did not have any 

primer or preparation that would allow an image of that quality to be painted on it 

and remain.  He, as well as some American scientists from NASA, have affirmed 

that, in addition, there are no brushstrokes. 

15. The tilma was examined using infrared photography and digital enhancement 

techniques. Unlike any painting, the tilma shows no sketching or any sign of 



outline drawn to permit an artist to produce a painting. Further, the very method 

used to create the image is still unknown. The image is inexplicable in its 

longevity and method of production. 

16. The color changes slightly depending on the angle you look at it.  This 

phenomenon is called iridescence and to this day it cannot be reproduced by 

painters by any known technique. 

17. Dr. Kuhn, Director of the Department of Chemistry at the University of 

Heidelberg was sent a colored piece of the tilma to examine it.  He testified that 

the dye used was not an animal, vegetable, mineral, or synthetic byproduct.  It is a 

dye which is unknown.  

 

The eyes are the most impressive:  

 

1. Dr. Enrique Graue, an ophthalmologist, used a high-powered ophthalmoscope to look 

at the eyes.  His testimony is that, even though the image is flat, under magnification it 

had depth that was similar to a living eye.  

2. It was discovered that there were multiple images in the eye.  Using an electronic 

microscope, they found no less than 12 people reflected in the eyes of Mary.  They 

identified the bishop, Juan Diego, and a black woman, initially thought to be a mistake, 

but it was discovered in the records of the bishop that he had a black servant.  

3. Purkinje Sansom effect: a phenomenon observed in ‘living eyes’ is that the image 

looked at is ‘tripled’: once on the cornea and once on each side of the lens.  This was 

observed by Dr. Rafael Torija that these images were indeed tripled on both eyes, with 

the proper angle of distortion on the sides of the lens—even if the interpretation of the 

images is subjective, it remains a fact that the images were intentionally put there—and 

in a space less than 7mm!  No human hand can do that even today.  

 

Significance for Today:  

The original image is enshrined and can be seen in the Cathedral in Mexico City. You 

might be saying about these facts, this is incredible, but what does it mean for us today, in 

our culture?   



 

Remember that Mary appeared to a poor peasant seemingly insignificant man to bring the 

people through him the message of compassion and consolation. By doing so, our 

Blessed Mother identified with the longings, experience, struggles and the hopes of the 

people. Furthermore, when Mary came, she wanted to bring peace among warring tribes 

and an end to human sacrifice.  The message was simple but profound, using all of the 

cultural symbolism and speaking to the natives in a way that they could understand.  

 

There is much need for peace in our world, as the ‘tribes’ of our world still fight among 

each other.  And, while we don’t sacrifice human beings on stone altars like the Aztecs, 

the fact remains that we as a culture have plenty of room to grow in the protection of 

human life and the continuing care for the dignity of every human person. Today, instead 

of offering them to the sun, moon, and stars, we have offered them on the altars of 

convenience, fear, and money. The gods are the same, only the names have changed.  The 

message of our Lady of Guadalupe is just as needed today as it was then.  She comes, 

carrying the Lord of life in her womb, announcing Good News: which is the Christmas 

story.  God himself became a baby, giving dignity to all human life—there is no life, 

which God doesn’t care for and love.   Mary continually points us to Jesus, telling us the 

truth that all life, all creation belongs to him and serves him.    

 

Mary, Our Lady of Guadalupe, your words to Juan Diego are your words for us today: 

“Am I not here with you? Am I not your Mother? Do not be fear. Are you not under my 

mantle of protection? Are you not under my care?” 

 

Our Lady of Guadalupe, pray for all of us.  

 


