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San Juan Chamula 1s a town located in the
mountains of Chiapas, the southernmost state of
Mexico, and 1s home to the Church of San Juan.
On the outside, the church appears to be like any
other whitewashed adobe Catholic church in the
region, adorned with colorful trim and Christian
crosses. But inside, the scene is other-worldly.

Upon entering the church, the visitor's senses
are overwhelmed. The air is heavy with smoke
from incense made of copal resin. The ground is
set ablaze with hundreds and hundreds of white
flickering candles. The sound of a roaming brass
band echoes through the building. The pews have
been taken out, and the church is regularly filled
with indigenous worshippers and foreign tourists
alike.

The Church of San Juan is decidedly no
ordinary Catholic church. It is known for its
unique blend of Catholicism and ancient Mayan
beliefs, as it i1s only loosely associated with the
diocese. The dark, cavernous interior i1s still
presided by i1cons of Catholic saints, but the
indigenous Tzotzil Mayans that reside in San Juan
Chamula come to the church to conduct traditional
Mayan healing ceremonies for those afflicted
physically or mentally.

Groups of worshippers each claim their own
patch of floor, which is covered by a bed of fresh
pine needles. Alters are set up on the ground with
rows of candles and offerings of Coca-Cola or
pox, an alcoholic drink made from sugarcane.
These beverages are drunk to produce burps,
which the worshippers believe help to release evil
spirits. On occasion, a shaman will sacrifice a
chicken. The shaman will pass the chicken over
the afflicted person's body and say words of
incantation. He will then break the chicken's neck
in an act that 1s supposed to transfer the affliction
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from the worshipper to the chicken.

To witness the religious proceedings, visitors
must come to the Church of San Juan in person
because photography inside the church is strictly
forbidden. The indigenous inhabitants of San Juan
Chamula believe that photography draws energy
away from the subject being photographed. But for
practical reasons, photography disturbs the
religious rites being performed and should never
be attempted. The locals warn that even if a photo
1s taken accidentally, the photographer will be
stoned, and his camera will be broken.

While no photos are allowed, visitors can buy
souvenirs to remember their trip to San Juan
Chamula. A market, located in a plaza directly
across from the church, is filled with vendors
selling everything from colorful blankets to fresh
fruits. Women peddlers in the town are aggressive
about hawking their merchandise, including
dolls.

Enterprising artisans have even made dolls dressed

traditional clothing and i1ndigenous
like the infamous Zapatistas, which sponsored
armed uprisings in Chiapas in the early 1990s.
Indeed, no trip to Chiapas, Mexico 1s complete
without a glimpse at the pre-Hispanic traditions
preserved by the descendants of the ancient
Mayans. There is no better way to witness

Mexican indigenous eulture than to visit San Juan

Chamula.
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