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Introduction
This book traces the entwined histories of faith and force in South America, where
evangelizing zeal and imperial ambition met Indigenous worlds of profound spiritual
complexity. The phrase “the gospel and the sword” names a tension rather than a
verdict: the promise of a universal message of salvation, and the realities of conquest,
discipline, and coercion that often accompanied it. Across forests, highlands, pampas,
and river basins, religious encounters unfolded in countless local theaters, shaped by
languages, landscapes, and the choices of people who refused to be mere subjects of
someone else’s story.

Our focus falls on the Jesuits, the Franciscans, and later Protestant missions—three
currents that, in different centuries and with distinct methods, sought to translate a
Christian message into Indigenous lifeworlds. Jesuits experimented with reductions
and elaborate regimes of education, music, and labor; Franciscans ranged across
frontiers, improvising pastoral models from mission stations to itinerant ministry;
Protestant missionaries brought new emphases on Scripture translation and voluntary
conversion, often aligned with emerging republics and global networks. None of these
projects operated in a vacuum. They navigated colonial law, frontier warfare, epidemic
disease, and the remaking of economies, all while contending with the stubborn fact
that conversion is a process negotiated, not imposed.

Indigenous peoples were not passive recipients of missionary designs. They debated,
accommodated, resisted, and reimagined the terms of encounter. Leaders defended
territory through diplomacy and revolt; families recalibrated kinship and ritual to new
circumstances; artisans, singers, and writers appropriated and transformed imported
forms; catechists and pastors emerged within communities to interpret doctrine on
local terms. The resulting Christianities were never simple copies of European
templates. They were creole, hybrid, and sometimes fiercely local—evidence of
creativity under pressure and agency in the shadow of empire.

The chapters that follow balance institutional histories with close attention to voices
from below. Missionary archives—letters, admission registers, grammars, catechisms,
fiscal accounts, and travel narratives—are read alongside Indigenous testimonies,
petitions, confessions, life histories, and oral traditions where they can be recovered.
These sources reveal both the architecture of mission programs and the lived
experience of those who inhabited or evaded them. They also expose the politics of
the archive: who recorded, who translated, who was silenced, and how traces survive.

Chronologically, the book spans from the first sustained Catholic missions of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the Protestant expansions and Indigenous
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revivals of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The geographical scope is
continental, but our method is comparative and case-driven. By moving from Andean
highlands to Amazonian borderlands, from Guaraní reductions to urban schools and
Bible societies, we show how strategies traveled, faltered, and were reinvented. Key
conjunctures—wars, expulsions, independence movements, and epidemics—serve as
pivot points to assess continuity and change.

At stake is not a final judgment on missions but a clearer account of their
contradictory legacies. Missions educated and dispossessed; they preserved
languages even as they disciplined bodies; they offered care while reorganizing labor;
they opened paths to new forms of leadership even as they enforced hierarchies. To
understand South American religious landscapes today, we must hold these tensions
together and listen for the dissonances that shaped them.

The book invites readers to sit with complexity: to recognize that sincerity and
domination can coexist in the same institution, that conversion and resistance are
often interwoven, and that archives—when read against the grain—still have more to
tell. If there is a guiding conviction here, it is that Indigenous voices are not peripheral
sources but central guides. They lead us through the tangled spaces where the gospel
met the sword and where, again and again, peoples of the continent forged more than
one possible future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Landscapes of Belief before the
Missions
Long before the first bell rang from a mission tower, South America rang with other
sounds. Rivers drummed against stone; wind carried the whistle of grasses across the
pampas; flutes and rattles threaded through villages at dusk. Drumheads of hide
stretched tight, copper and gold hammered into bells, shells carved into
trumpets—each sounded a claim on place and memory. In the Andes, stone terraces
climbed the slopes like stairways to the sky, holding maize, potatoes, and quinoa in
carefully tended microclimates. In the Amazon, the forest’s layered canopy masked
orchards of fruit trees, managed stands of palms, and canoe paths snaking between
settlements. On the southern grasslands, horse and human moved together after the
sixteenth century, shaping a culture of mobility, hunting, and exchange. Landscapes
were not backdrops but active participants, braided into ritual, story, and daily work.

The continent’s spiritual maps were equally rich and diverse. Peoples did not think of
themselves as belonging to a single “Indigenous religion” but as practitioners of
localized cosmologies—often overlapping, sometimes in tension. A mountain might be
an ancestor; a river, a capricious being with its own moods; the sun and moon, siblings
whose cycles governed planting and ceremony. Memory traveled through oral
traditions: chants, genealogies, and epic narratives that preserved histories and moral
codes. Ritual specialists—shamans, healers, diviners—mediated between worlds. Their
work involved negotiation with spirits, not submission to a singular divine sovereignty.
The sacred was not quarantined to special days or places; it infused everyday acts like
sowing, weaving, and healing. No single orthodoxy bound these practices; variation
was the rule, not the exception.

Kinship organized life in ways that made politics local and relational. Lineages and
clans arranged marriage, inheritance, and labor; elders mediated disputes; councils
gathered to deliberate decisions. In many Andean societies, a principle of
reciprocity—known later by the Quechua term ayni—structured exchanges of labor
and goods. Communities might rotate work on terraces, share water rights, and host
feasts that redistributed surplus. In Amazonian societies, alliances formed through
ritual partnerships, gift exchange, and—famously—longhouses where multiple families
shared space and responsibilities. Social order relied on mutual obligation;
accumulation of wealth without reciprocity could provoke sanction or expulsion.
Leadership tended to be situational: war captains during conflict, ritual specialists
during ceremony, skilled negotiators in diplomacy. Authority emerged from
competence and consent, not from a distant sovereign’s appointment.
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Language was a continent of voices. Thousands of distinct languages flourished,
belonging to dozens of language families, with isolates and small families peppering
the map. Quechua, spoken across much of the Andes, linked diverse polities even
before the Inka empire; Aymara echoed along the high plateau; Tupi-Guarani
languages flowed across the southern forests and riverine plains; Cariban and
Arawakan families threaded the Amazon and its margins. Multilingualism was common
in regions of trade and diplomacy. Linguistic diversity meant that messages—spiritual,
political, or commercial—often needed translation to move beyond a village. This
mosaic shaped how later missionaries would strategize: a grammar or catechism in
one language might serve a cluster of related peoples but could be useless or even
offensive in a neighboring valley. The very act of naming—of people, places, and
spirits—carried cosmological weight and political claim.

Agricultural regimes adapted to wildly different ecologies. Along the Andean altiplano,
terraces stabilized slopes and created microclimates, enabling cultivation from maize
at lower elevations to freeze-dried potatoes (chuño) and quinoa at high altitudes.
Coastal river valleys supported cotton, beans, and squash; in the eastern foothills,
coca cultivation threaded ritual and medicine. In the Amazon, swidden-and-fallow
horticulture of manioc, maize, and sweet potatoes was complemented by fish weirs,
turtle traps, and hunting with bows, blowguns, and packs of dogs. The so-called
“Amazonian dark earths”—anthropogenic soils enriched with charcoal and organic
waste—attest to long-term landscape management. The southern pampas, after the
spread of the horse in the seventeenth century, shifted toward mobile hunting of deer
and guanaco, later incorporating cattle and sheep where colonists allowed. Food
systems were not merely subsistence; they were calendars, moral orders, and
offerings to the beings who animated the land.

Trade networks stitched the continent together. In the pre-Columbian Andes, state
roads and relay messengers carried qhapaq along more than 40,000 kilometers,
linking coast, highlands, and forests. Caravans crossed deserts; porters bore salt,
maize, coca, and textiles; coastal communities exchanged fish for highland tubers and
wool. Along Amazonian rivers, long-distance exchange brought feathers, resin,
pottery, and stone from distant regions; shells and salt traveled inland. On the
pampas, after the introduction of the horse, networks shifted to mobility and raiding,
connecting mission towns, colonial settlements, and Indigenous camps. Exchange was
never purely economic; it carried stories, marriage partners, ritual knowledge, and
political obligation. When a trader arrived, he brought not just goods but new ways of
seeing. These networks meant that early colonial news, diseases, and rumors traveled
faster than any colonist could control.

Political authority varied in scale and style. On the northern coasts and in the
Caribbean, caciques presided over villages and confederations; their authority rested
on lineage, charisma, and the capacity to mediate conflict and organize labor. In the
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Andes, the Inka empire had built a centralized state with provincial administrators, 
mit'a labor rotation, and extensive storage systems; after its collapse in the face of
Spanish invasion, regional lords and ayllus (kin-based groups) reasserted local
autonomy while adapting remnants of imperial structures. Amazonian societies often
featured councils of elders and headmen; violence and raiding were part of diplomacy,
but so were elaborate alliances and kinship ties. On the pampas, Mapuche and
Guaraní groups resisted imperial incursions and adapted to new technologies, forging
political identities grounded in territory and mobility. The arrival of Europeans did not
erase these systems; it reconfigured them, introducing new titles, new alliances, and
new sources of power—silver, horses, and guns.

Disease and demography were already dynamic before 1492. Epidemics of unknown
origin occasionally rippled through populations; nutritional stress, warfare, and
climatic fluctuations could cause local depopulation. When Europeans and Africans
arrived, Old World pathogens—smallpox, measles, influenza—found immunologically
naive populations. The first pandemics tore through communities before many areas
saw sustained colonial presence, traveling along trade routes and reshaping social
networks. Consequences were uneven: some regions experienced catastrophic
decline, others retained strength through migration and reconstitution. The psychic
toll was as real as the demographic; illness could be interpreted as spiritual imbalance,
a sign that reciprocity with the land and its beings had been disrupted. In these
circumstances, any new message from outsiders—whether about salvation, protection,
or healing—found an audience that was anxious, curious, and pragmatic.

The spiritual marketplace before missions was diverse and competitive. Shamans and
healers wielded knowledge of plants, animals, and spirits; some used trance and song
to travel between worlds. Rituals ranged from seasonal festivals marking harvest or
solstice to life-cycle rites—birth, initiation, marriage, death. Offerings could be
elaborate: textiles, ceramics, metalwork, food, and sometimes blood, depending on
local custom. Landscapes were alive with sacred places: caves, springs, mountain
peaks, groves. These sites were nodes in a network of meaning, visited for initiation,
healing, or political negotiation. The arrival of newcomers did not necessarily displace
existing beliefs; it often added new layers. Indigenous peoples were accustomed to
negotiating with multiple powers and could incorporate new spirits or deities into their
pantheons if those entities proved effective. Effectiveness—practical results like rain,
health, or success in war—often mattered more than orthodoxy.

Knowledge systems were empirical and place-based, honed through observation,
experimentation, and transmission. Andean farmers understood frost patterns and soil
types; Amazonian gardeners manipulated soil chemistry and plant associations;
pampas hunters read animal behavior and wind. Astronomy guided planting and
ceremony; navigators read stars and currents along rivers and coasts. Healing
knowledge included a sophisticated pharmacopeia: cinchona bark for fevers, coca for
pain and altitude, ayahuasca for visionary work in some regions, and countless topical
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and digestive remedies. Knowledge was also specialized: certain families or clans held
rights to particular songs, techniques, or sacred narratives. The authority of
knowledge was inseparable from social relationships; to hold a song was to hold a
responsibility. When missionaries later offered new knowledge—European medicine,
Latin prayers, written texts—they entered a world where knowledge had always been
embedded in obligations to community and place.

Gender roles varied across regions, but women commonly held vital social, economic,
and ritual positions. In Andean societies, women managed weaving, food preparation,
and agricultural labor; lineage and inheritance often flowed through women.
Amazonian longhouses frequently featured matrilineal or bilateral kinship; women’s
gardens produced staple foods; ritual knowledge could be held by both men and
women, depending on the society. On the pampas, women’s labor sustained mobility
and pastoralism. Female shamans and healers were common in many areas; their
authority was recognized, though not always identical to men’s. Marriage practices
differed widely, from monogamy to polygyny, with alliances between households
central to stability. Family structures provided the primary context for religious
education; children learned cosmology through daily routines, songs, and stories.
When missionaries later targeted the family as a site of conversion—critiquing
polygyny, promoting Christian marriage—they were intervening in a foundational
institution of Indigenous life.

Ritual and political authority were sometimes intertwined. Ceremonies could legitimize
leaders; feasts redistributed resources and affirmed bonds; rites of passage structured
social roles. In the Andes, the Inka state had organized massive rituals like Inti Raymi,
binding imperial ideology to agricultural cycles. Post-conquest, local communities
retained autonomy over many ceremonies, adapting to new realities. On the northern
coasts and in the Caribbean, caciques presided over festivals that integrated spiritual
and political power. In Amazonian societies, shamanic power and headman leadership
could be complementary or contested, with ritual partnerships forging alliances across
villages. These dynamics mattered for missions: when a missionary sought to replace
a ceremony, he was not merely changing a religious practice; he was challenging
political structures and social identity. Conversely, when communities adopted
Christian forms, they often infused them with local meanings and authority.

The environment itself shaped belief. Mountains, rivers, and forests were not inert;
they were agents with personalities and preferences. In the Andes, apus (mountain
spirits) demanded respect and offerings; neglect could bring frost, landslide, or
drought. In the Amazon, river beings might grant fish or flood settlements depending
on whether protocols were observed. On the pampas, the wind carried voices, and the
land itself demanded care. This relational cosmology meant that environmental
changes—deforestation, new crops, introduced animals—had spiritual implications.
The arrival of cattle, sheep, and horses transformed landscapes and economies; it also
required new rituals and new negotiations with spirits. Missionaries often dismissed
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these relations as superstition, but for Indigenous peoples, they were fundamental to
survival. A failure to maintain reciprocity with the land could mean famine, illness, or
war.

Contacts between different Indigenous groups before Europeans were frequent and
consequential. Trade, migration, and conflict produced cultural exchange and
linguistic borrowing. Some groups absorbed neighbors through conquest; others
formed confederations for mutual defense. The Inka empire had incorporated diverse
peoples, often allowing local cults while imposing state rituals. In the Amazon,
longhouses and ritual partnerships linked villages in webs of exchange and alliance.
On the pampas, mobility facilitated contact and adaptation. These pre-existing
relationships meant that when Europeans arrived, they encountered not isolated tribes
but dynamic networks. News of newcomers moved quickly along these channels; so
did strategies for resistance or accommodation. Later missionaries would sometimes
pit one group against another, exploiting old tensions. But they also found
communities that were practiced at negotiating difference and skilled at maintaining
autonomy amid change.

Artistic expression carried spiritual and social meaning. Textile weaving in the Andes
encoded cosmology and status; patterns narrated stories and mapped the land.
Pottery forms and decoration signaled lineage and region. Music accompanied work,
ritual, and war; flutes, drums, and rattles were not merely entertainment but
technologies for shifting mood and mediating between worlds. In Amazonian societies,
body paint, featherwork, and dance marked transitions and alliances. Oral
literature—myths, genealogies, trickster tales—provided frameworks for
understanding human and non-human behavior. Art was not a separate category of
life; it was a way of doing, thinking, and praying. When missionaries introduced
European music, visual art, and dramatic performance, they offered forms that
Indigenous peoples could adopt, adapt, or subvert. The stage was set for creative
appropriation.

Ideas about the afterlife and moral order were diverse. Some societies believed in
multiple souls; others emphasized reincarnation or the journey of the dead to distant
realms. Moral frameworks often revolved around balance: between humans and the
land, between kin groups, between living and dead. Violations—such as breaking
reciprocity or polluting sacred space—could bring collective consequences. Healing
and ritual sought to restore balance. This moral ecology mattered when Christian
concepts of sin, confession, and salvation entered the picture. Indigenous peoples
often mapped these onto existing ideas, evaluating them by their effectiveness in
restoring harmony. The notion of a single divine judge who demanded exclusive
allegiance was novel; so was the idea of a universal afterlife governed by immutable
law. These concepts would be debated, tested, and transformed in practice.

The religious landscape was also a political one. Spiritual authority could bolster or
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undermine leadership; rituals could legitimize resource claims. In times of
crisis—drought, invasion, disease—communities often intensified ritual activity to re-
establish cosmic order. Spiritual specialists could become political advisors; headmen
might sponsor ceremonies to consolidate power. The arrival of Europeans disrupted
this balance by introducing new sources of authority: the crown, the church, the
market. Indigenous leaders learned to navigate these forces, sometimes aligning with
missionaries for protection or resources, sometimes resisting to preserve autonomy.
The result was not a simple shift from “traditional” to “colonial” but a complex
negotiation, with spiritual and political strategies interwoven.

Environmental variability demanded flexibility. El Niño events on the Pacific coast
could bring floods or drought; Andean frosts could destroy crops; Amazonian rivers
could rise unexpectedly, altering fishing and travel. These cycles were built into
cosmologies and calendars; ritual responses were part of adaptive strategies. The
introduction of European crops and animals added new layers of complexity. Wheat
and sheep thrived in some highland regions but competed with native tubers and
camelids. Horses transformed pampas mobility but also triggered ecological changes.
Indigenous peoples observed, experimented, and adapted, often integrating new
elements into existing systems. Missionaries frequently claimed credit for “improving”
agriculture, but many improvements were Indigenous innovations. In any case,
environmental change shaped spiritual life; a good harvest was a sign of right
relations, a bad one an invitation to ritual renewal.

Exchange also brought new objects with spiritual resonance. Metal tools, glass beads,
cloth, and iron implements carried prestige and power. Some objects were seen as
intrinsically powerful; others gained meaning through ritual incorporation. Indigenous
peoples were adept at adopting useful technologies while assigning them local
significance. A metal pot might become a ritual vessel; a horse might be integrated
into myth; a European textile might be reworked into ceremonial dress. This capacity
for selective adoption would be evident in religious contexts as well. Crosses, rosaries,
and images of saints could be interpreted through existing symbolic systems, treated
as protective amulets or embodiments of ancestral spirits. Missionaries sometimes
condemned such adaptations as idolatry; for communities, they were pragmatic ways
to make sense of the new.

Diplomacy and negotiation were central to many societies. Alliances were forged
through marriage, gift exchange, and ritual partnership. Disputes were resolved
through councils and compensation rather than immediate violence, though warfare
was not absent. The presence of Europeans—initially as traders, then as
settlers—required new diplomatic skills. Indigenous leaders learned to play competing
interests against one another, securing advantages or avoiding exploitation. This
political sophistication meant that when missionaries arrived with promises of
protection and education, they were often met with skepticism and shrewd
negotiation. Communities asked practical questions: What material benefits
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accompany conversion? How does this affect our relationship with neighboring
groups? What guarantees exist? The answers shaped decisions to accept, reject, or
partially adopt missionary programs.

Childhood and education were embedded in everyday life. Children learned by doing:
tending gardens, weaving, hunting, preparing food, and participating in ceremonies.
Knowledge passed through stories, songs, and apprenticeships. Gender-specific skills
were common, but flexibility existed where needed. Discipline was present—elders
corrected and guided—but coercion was balanced by community expectations of
contribution and respect. The concept of “school” as a separate institution did not
exist in most contexts; learning was integrated into kinship and labor. This meant that
when missionaries introduced classrooms, desks, and rote memorization, the idea was
alien. Yet Indigenous children proved adept at adopting new techniques, especially
when lessons were practical and relational. Over time, this integration of Indigenous
pedagogies with Christian instruction would produce unique forms of literacy and
leadership.

The spiritual topography included rites of passage that marked entry into new social
roles. Initiations, marriages, and funerals were community events that affirmed
identity and continuity. Funerary practices varied widely: mummification in the Andes,
tree burials in parts of the Amazon, cremation in some coastal areas. The treatment of
the dead reflected beliefs about the journey of the soul and obligations to ancestors.
European observers often found Indigenous practices shocking or incomprehensible,
but they were coherent systems of meaning. When missionaries introduced Christian
burial, they were intervening in a fundamental aspect of community life. Adoption or
resistance depended on how well new practices addressed concerns about ancestry,
memory, and proper treatment of the dead.

Games and play also carried spiritual and social weight. Ball games, racing, and
wrestling could be ritualized competitions with cosmological significance. Children’s
games taught coordination and strategy; adult contests could mediate disputes or
reinforce alliances. The introduction of European games added new forms of leisure
and competition. In mission towns, soccer and other sports later became tools for
discipline and community building. Even seemingly trivial activities participated in the
broader negotiation of identity. When Indigenous peoples embraced new games, they
were not simply adopting foreign pastimes; they were integrating them into local
systems of socialization and ritual.

Before the missions, then, South America was a mosaic of belief and practice, dynamic
and adaptive. There was no single “spiritual map” but rather overlapping
constellations of meaning, anchored in land, kinship, and daily life. Indigenous peoples
were not waiting for salvation or civilization; they were thriving in diverse ways, facing
challenges and opportunities with ingenuity. Their religious systems were
sophisticated, empirical, and relational—capable of accommodating change without
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losing coherence. This context is essential for understanding what followed. The
gospel would not arrive in a vacuum; it would enter a world already rich with meaning,
already negotiating power, already attuned to the complexities of living with and for
the land.

As we turn to the missions themselves, it helps to remember that the stage was not
empty. The actors were already in motion, carrying stories, strategies, and sacred
obligations. The gospel and the sword would soon arrive, but the landscapes of belief
were already cultivated—sometimes gently, sometimes violently—by centuries of
Indigenous thought and practice. In the chapters that follow, we will trace how these
landscapes intersected with missionary projects, how they were reshaped and
resisted, and how they continue to shape South America’s religious terrain. The story
begins not with conversion but with encounter, in places where sound, stone, water,
and spirit already spoke a language of their own.
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