Peregrinacion, Penitencia, Revolucion by Cesar Chavez

In the “March from Delano to Sacramento” there is a meeting of cultures and traditions; the
centuries-old religious tradition of Spanish culture conjoins with the very contemporary cultural
syndrome of “demonstration” springing from the spontaneity of the poor, the downtrodden, the
rejected, the discriminated-against baring visibly their need and demand for equality and
freedom.

In every religious oriented culture “the pilgrimage” has had a place, a trip made with sacrifice
and hardship as an expression of penance and of commitment — an often involving a petition to
the patron of the pilgrimage for some sincerely sought benefit of body or soul. Pilgrimage has
not passed from Mexican culture. Daily at any of the major shrines of the country, and in
particular at the Basilica of the Lady of Guadalupe, there arrive pilgrims from all points — some
of whom may have long since walked-out the pieces of rubber tire that once served them as
soles, and many of whom will walk on their knees the last mile or so of the pilgrimage. Many of
the “pilgrims” of Delano will have walked such pilgrimages themselves in their lives — perhaps
as very small children even; and cling to the memory of the day-long marches, the camps at
night, streams forded, hills climbed, the sacral aura of the sanctuary, and the “fiesta” that
followed.

But throughout the Spanish-speaking world there is another tradition that touches the present
march, that of the Lenten penitential processions, where the penitents would march through the
streets, often in sack cloth and ashes, some even carrying crosses, as a sign of penance for their
signs, and as a plea for the mercy of God. The penitential procession is also in the blood of the
Mexican-American, and the Delano march will therefore be one of penance— public penance for
the sins of the strikers, their own personal sins as well as their yielding perhaps to feelings of
hatred and revenge in the strike itself. They hope by the march to set themselves at peace with
the Lord, so that the justice of their cause will be purified of all lesser motivation.

These two great traditions of a great people meet in the Mexican-American with the belief that
Delano is his “cause”, his great demand for justice, freedom, and respect from a predominantly
foreign cultural community in a land where he was first. The revolutions of Mexico were
primarily uprisings of the poor, fighting for bread and for dignity. The Mexican-American is also
a child of the revolution.

Pilgrimage, penance and revolution. The pilgrimage from Delano to Sacramento has strong
religious-cultural overtones. But it is also the pilgrimage of a cultural minority who have
suffered from a hostile environment, and a minority who mean business.
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