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4
The Colonial Church

In the city of Cuzco in the highlands of Peru, thousands of specta-
tors filled the streets and plaza in the late 1670s. They were witnessing and 
participating in the feast of Corpus Christi, the celebration of the Holy Sac-
rament of the Eucharist, which occurs on the Thursday after Trinity Sun-
day, the first Sunday after Pentecost. Nowhere were the celebrations of this 
feast more stunning than in Cuzco. The central feature of the celebration 
was a procession of richly decorated carts upon which religious symbols 
were placed. The carts were then pulled through the streets of the city to the 
cathedral. This religious procession has its roots in Spain, where many cities 
also celebrate Corpus Christi in a similar manner. What made this celebra-
tion different was its size and scope. All ranks of society played an active 
role in the processions. None, however, took as enthusiastic a part as did the 
descendents of the Inca rulers. The high native nobility proudly displayed 
the traditional vestments and apparel of their status. The native nobles pro-
cessed wearing the uncu, or embroidered tunic, which manifested their elite 
status. On their heads was the mascaypacha, or traditional crown or diadem, 
also an important social indicator. The celebration of the Christian sacra-
ment became a means whereby the traditional native nobility could remind 
one and all of its former glory. Through the adoption of the religion and rites 
of the conquerors, these members of the conquered society reasserted their 
traditional authority in the colonial society.
 The developing Catholic Church in Latin America reflected both the 
European traditions of the conquerors and the native traditions of the con-
quered. In many ways the colonial period figured as an ongoing cultural 
dialogue, which began with the conquest and early evangelization. The reli-
gious orders, the secular clergy, and all ecclesiastical institutions underwent 
change and modifications in light of the colonial reality. 
 The middle period of Latin American colonial history coincided with 
the seventeenth century. Culturally is it known as the Baroque period, one 
in which lavish manifestations of piety, such as the religious processions 
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in Cuzco, were common. The great cathedrals of Latin America date from 
this period. Outside they were decorated with complicated and intricate 
carvings. Inside their altars were equally sumptuous, featuring much gold, 
heavily carved and highly detailed architectural pieces framing lifelike and 
minutely figured statues of saints. Large pipe organs, built in Spain and, later, 
in Germany, were shipped to the New World and installed by the master 
craftsmen from those countries with help from the local natives. The level of 
church music throughout Latin America in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries was as opulent as the interior decorations and the organs; vocal and 
instrumental music by such well-known European composers as Josquin des 
Prés, Cabezón, Bermudo, and even Palestrina, resounded from the cathedral 
choir lofts. While the period of the conquest was marked by very simple, 
even plain, churches, interior decoration shifted from being merely added 
to the surface of the church façade or altarpiece to becoming an integral part 
of the overall architecture. Similarly the ceremonies and celebrations of the 
Church went from being simple affairs to lavish productions, with rich vest-
ments, incense, organ music, choirs, and orchestras, celebrated by several 
priests. In rural areas, while the number of priests was limited and the level 
of decoration not quite so opulent, there was still fervor and exuberance to 
the celebrations.
 At the same time, piety in worship became deeper and frequently more 
somber as devotional material tended to focus on penance and suffering. The 
figure of Christ on the cross became central not just to the liturgy but to 
devotions. Sorrow and lamentations were felt to make the faithful identify 
with the suffering of Christ, and consequently the period was almost schizo-
phrenic with exuberance of joy and depths of penance all wrapped into the 
celebrations of the Church. 

Layers upon Layers: Ecclesiastical Structure

The religious orders primarily conducted the initial evangelization of the 
New World. Their internal structure provided them with the logistical sup-
port and personnel management needed for activity far from their home 
base and ranging over many hundreds, if not thousands, of miles. Once the 
religious orders had converted significant populations of natives to Christi-
anity, the normal hierarchical structures of the Church, including bishops 
and archbishops, fell into place. While there were numerous exceptions to 
this general pattern, it provides a general template for the early Christianiza-
tion of Latin America. 
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 The regular clergy, especially the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Carmel-
ites, and to a lesser degree the Mercedarians and Augustinians, had evolved 
with specialized missions (charisms) involving evangelization. The Francis-
cans sought to spread Christianity by example, and from their very begin-
nings converted outsiders to the faith, initially Muslims as a by-product of 
the Crusades. The Dominicans advocated a Christian renewal and conver-
sion through the power of preaching. The Carmelites emerged during the 
Crusades, seeking the redemption of Christian captives held by Muslims and 
other nonbelievers. As such, these orders evolved internal structures that 
allowed them to operate in war zones and in regions of poor communication. 
 After the initial phase of evangelization, the religious orders began to con-
solidate themselves into provinces. They established imposing convents and 
chapels in the towns and cities, and took up important roles in the Spanish 
colonial institutions. Yet even though missionary activity per se diminished 
by the end of the sixteenth century in the core areas of central Mexico and 
Peru, the entire colonial period was marked by a continual opening up of 
frontiers wherein the clergy played an important role in pacification and 
acculturation. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, there was a 
significant change in the missionary technique of the religious orders. Imme-
diately following the conquest, the missionaries traveled alone into unex-
plored regions to seek out and to Christianize the natives. While there might 
have been other Europeans in the region, the missionaries generally worked 
by themselves. The image of selfless missionaries entering into possibly 
hostile native territory seeking converts through example was a very pow-
erful image for the missionary friars. Bartolome de las Casas propounded 
this method of evangelization as “the only way.” Only once the natives had 
been introduced to Christianity and the conversion process had begun did 
other representatives of European authority enter the mission territory. But, 
throughout the seventeenth century, this pattern shifted so that increasingly 
missionaries and others accompanied military units as elements of European 
domination in previously unexplored regions.
 An example of this shift can be seen in the activities of the Franciscan 
missionary Fr. Antonio Margil de Jesús. Margil was born in Valencia in 1657, 
joining the Franciscan Order at the age of fifteen. He studied philosophy and 
theology at various Franciscan houses and was ordained a priest in 1682. 
The subsequent year he joined a missionary adventure to New Spain orga-
nized by Fr. Antonio de Llinás. As a missionary in New Spain, Margil lived 
in the Missionary College of Querétaro. These colleges represented a hybrid 
form of missionary endeavor. While associated with the Franciscan Order, 
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the authority for the colleges came from the Apostolic Congregation for the 
Propagation of the Faith (Propaganda Fide) in Rome. In New Spain Margil 
learned the practical aspects of missionary activity and was sent out on small 
expeditions to nearby towns and cities to preach. One of the goals of the 
missionary colleges was to reinvigorate the faith of those who were already 
Christian. 
 Having had some small success in these missions, Fr. Antonio set out to 
conduct a mission among the Talamancas of modern-day Costa Rica, some 
of the most fearsome natives in Central America. With only two traveling 
companions, one of whom was a fellow friar, he embarked on a thirteen-
year mission in Central America, Guatemala, Chiapas, and Yucatan. In these 
missions, Margil emulated the style proposed by Las Casas and practiced by 
the early missionaries, namely to attract the natives to the faith by setting a 
Christ-like example. After his service in Central America, Margil helped to 
establish two other missionary colleges, one in Guatemala, Colegio de Cristo 
Crucificado, and another in Zacatecas, Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe. He 
continued his missionary efforts in Central America and also mounted an 
expedition to Nayarit among the Cora and Huichol people, located in the 
Mexican mainland facing the Gulf of California. Here, he attempted a peace-
ful conversion, as he had practiced in Central America, but was unsuccessful. 
 After the failure of the Nayarit expedition, the royal government cajoled 
the Franciscans of the missionary college to participate in a resettlement pro-
gram in the province of Texas. The region had been settled, but once gov-
ernment support for the European settlers was withdrawn, the colonists left. 
Confronted with growing French influence along the coast of the Gulf of 
Mexico, the viceregal officials in Mexico saw resettlement of Spaniards and 
Hispanized natives and mixed peoples, and conversion of the natives, as a 
means of fortifying the frontier. Margil was sent as the leader of a major expe-
dition. Unlike his other missions, Margil and the other missionaries were 
only one small component in a larger pacification and settlement program, 
accompanied by troops.1 This pattern of a large expeditionary force accom-
panied by missionaries would become the norm rather than the exception as 
the eighteenth century wore on. This was due partially to changing attitudes 
about Christianization as well as a more practical approach by royal officials. 
Christianization was simply one tool for the incorporation of new territory 
into the empire. Colonization and the presence of armed forces were two 
other methods to stabilize frontier regions.
 Although rigidly hierarchical and requiring vows of obedience from 
their members, the religious orders were highly democratic. The lowest unit 
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within the religious orders was the friar. In most orders some friars never 
became priests, taking only the vows of the order and living in community 
with the other friars. Yet the majority did seek the priesthood. Along with 
the friars were lay brothers, individuals who lived according to the rule of 
the order,2 dressed like the friars, and lived in community with them but 
never took the full vows of the order, and thus remained lay persons. Because 
most of these orders had vows of poverty, they subsisted on alms given by the 
devout: they had to beg for their support.
 The friars lived in community, supporting one another. While in English 
these communities are commonly called monasteries, they are more accu-
rately called convents or friaries. Monasteries house monks; monks and 
monasteries are associated with the Benedictine and affiliated orders, which 
were nearly absent in early Hispanic America and had only a small presence 
in Brazil. Thus the vast majority of religious in Latin America were friars, 
not monks. Each Franciscan community elected its superior, called an abbot, 
along with three other friars who would assist the superior in governing the 
convent. For the Dominicans, the convent was also the basic level of organi-
zation. Each house contained twelve friars and had as its head a prior. Within 
a province, all of the superiors, be they abbots or priors, would meet regu-
larly to conduct the business of the province. Each of the friaries would also 
send a certain number of delegates to the provincial meeting. The delegates 
and superiors would elect the chief executive for the province. The Fran-
ciscans called this officer a provincial. The chapter also elected three friars, 
called definitors, who would assist the provincial in his duties. The Domini-
cans called their provincial superior a provincial prior and elected four 
counselors to assist him. The provincial meeting was a time when all friars 
could be reassigned from one convent to another, depending on the needs 
of the order. The vow of obedience required the individual friar to accept the 
orders of his superior, and required all friars to live according to the rule of 
the order. 
 Beyond the local province, there lay yet another layer of authority within 
the religious orders. On a regular basis, all of the provincials, and other 
elected representatives, would meet in a general chapter to conduct the busi-
ness of the worldwide order. At this meeting they would elect a general offi-
cer for the order, who was the chief executive of the entire order. Similarly 
they elected a council of other friars to assist the general in the administra-
tion of the order. The general of the order was responsible to the general 
chapter and to the pope. Thus the organizational structure of the religious 
orders stretched from each individual local friar all the way to the pope in 
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Rome. The religious orders were rather democratic, at a time when elections 
were generally considered to be a form of anarchy. Yet the democracy was 
also tempered by strict rules of obedience.
 The secular clergy, those priests who were not members of religious 
orders, received their power and authority from local bishops. Since ini-
tially the New World lacked bishops, the first secular priests acted under the 
direction of bishops on the Iberian Peninsula, frequently also under some 
authority from the kings. While religious orders could establish monasteries 
and other key elements of their organizational structure immediately upon 
arrival in the New World, the secular clergy had to depend on the crown and 
Iberian bishops until new dioceses could be created in the New World and 
bishops appointed to them. 
 A new diocese came into legal existence only when the crown had dem-
onstrated a need for it and received confirmation from the pope, and this 
necessitated that the territory be defined legally. Because the Europeans had 
only vague notions of the geography of the New World in the first decades of 
the sixteenth century, the early dioceses were somewhat vaguely described. 
The first dioceses were created in 1504 on the islands of the Caribbean, 
based upon descriptions gleaned from Columbus’s reports. They were called 
Yaguata (Santo Domingo), Magua (Concepción de la Vega), and Bayuna 
(Lares de Guahaba), all located on the island of Hispaniola. Much negotia-
tion ensued between the papacy and the crown regarding these dioceses and 
the level of control that the Spanish crown wished to exercise over these new 
churches. It soon became clear that the island was small enough to require 
only two dioceses, namely that of Santo Domingo and Concepción, so the 
crown requested that the other one be transferred to San Juan (Puerto Rico). 
The early dioceses were suffragan to the Archdiocese of Seville; that is, their 
bishops conferred with the archbishop of Seville on certain matters, and that 
the dioceses were part of the ecclesiastical province of Seville.
 In 1526 the Spanish crown created the first diocese for the mainland of 
North America called Carolina, after Charles V, king of Spain. The first 
bishop was Julian Garcés. This diocese was rather nebulous and not clearly 
defined. The papal documents creating the diocese referred specifically to the 
Island of Cozumel and the Yucatan, the only parts of the mainland known 
at the time. The jurisdiction was implied over whatever continent might be 
near. 
 The king ordered the creation of first true mainland diocese in 1527, with 
Fr. Juan de Zumárraga as the first bishop, requesting that the pope issue a 
bull to found or erect the diocese, commonly referred to as the bull of erec-
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tion. Throughout Hispanic America in the colonial period, the bulls of erec-
tion of all the dioceses did not differ one from the other except in the name 
of the diocese and first bishop. They all were created according to a single 
model. The dioceses of South America date from after 1534, when Cartagena 
became the first diocese. Three years later Cuzco became the first diocese in 
South America outside of the Caribbean region.
 In Brazil the creation of dioceses developed later than in Spanish Amer-
ica. The Jesuits played an important role in the early evangelization. The 
Portuguese crown claimed patronage rights over the church in Brazil, and 
some secular priests served the local Portuguese population, but it was not 
until the 1540s that the Portuguese presence in Brazil became concentrated 
enough to warrant a diocese. The first diocese was that of Bahía, dating from 
1551. It was suffragan to the Archdiocese of Funchal on the island of Madeira 
in the Atlantic.
 Although the bishop is the head of the secular clergy, many of the first 
bishops came from the religious orders. Both Zumárraga and Garcés, the 
first two bishops of the mainland, were Franciscans. It was not until 1534 that 
the original Caroline diocese became a physical reality, when it was trans-
ferred to Tlaxcala. Tlaxcala is located in central Mexico, sixty miles east of 
Mexico City and was the large native city that had allied itself to Cortés dur-
ing the conquest. In Mexico the crown and pope created all of the other ini-
tial dioceses by 1548: the diocese of Guatemala in 1534; the diocese of Oaxaca 
in 1535; Michoacan in 1536; Chiapas in 1538; and finally, in 1548, Guadalajara. 
 In its simplest form, a diocese is an ecclesiastical territory governed by 
a bishop, also called a bishopric. The creation of a new diocese implied far 
more than simply drawing lines of jurisdiction on a map. The creation of 
a diocese carried with it the organization of an ecclesiastical structure to 
govern that territory. Obviously the chief executive officer of the territory 
was the bishop. He functioned within canon law as the ordinary: his powers 
resulted directly from his office, they were not delegated. He was responsible 
for supervising the secular clergy within his territory, the administration of 
the sacraments, the collection of the ecclesiastical tax (the tithe), and the exe-
cution of ecclesiastical justice (the enforcement of ecclesiastical [canon] law). 
One of the powers of the ordinary was also the maintenance of the purity 
of the faith in his territory. This responsibility carried with it the power of 
inquisition. Early on, New World bishops exercised this power by virtue of 
their authority as bishop. By 1570 the Spanish crown claimed the responsibil-
ity for the support of the Inquisition, and with papal approval it was removed 
from the jurisdiction of the ordinary.
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 The creation of a new diocese triggered two bureaucracies. One of these 
consisted of the offices surrounding the bishop, persons appointed by the 
bishop and deriving their power from him, and the most important of these 
offices was the vicar-general, who held the full range of episcopal powers and 
served in many ways like a “vice-bishop.” In the Hispanic New World another 
office existed, that of provisor, a manager who also assisted the bishop in his 
administrative functions. Frequently the provisor and vicar-general were one 
and the same individual. Throughout the diocese, the bishop appointed local 
clerics to serve as ecclesiastical judges. Because they held their power vicari-
ously from the bishop they were called vicarios. Although this is essentially 
the same as the English word “vicar,” in the English Church a vicar is an indi-
vidual who serves as a local parish priest in the place of another, and thus is a 
very different office.
 The bull of erection also created a body known as the cathedral chapter, 
cabildo eclesiástico. While any given diocese will have many churches, one 
particular church will serve as the bishop’s church and house the bishop’s 
throne, his cathedra. Thus, this church is called the diocesan cathedral. Tra-
ditionally the priests who filled the special offices of the cathedral served as 
the advisors and assistants to the bishop in the administration of the diocese, 
as well as participating in the celebration of the sacraments in the cathedral. 
The cabildo eclesiástico consisted of twenty-seven members: five dignitaries 
(dignidades), ten canons (canónigos), six prebendaries (racioneros), and six 
half-prebendaries (medio-racioneros). The five dignitaries were the dean, the 
archdeacon, the precentor (chantre), the schoolmaster (maestrescuela), and 
the treasurer (tesorero). These individuals, by virtue of their appointment as 
dignitaries, also were entitled to use the honorary prefix “don” before their 
name. They were, in essence, granted nobility as the result of this appoint-
ment. There was an early implication that the dignitaries and canons were 
to be priests, the prebendaries were deacons, and the half-prebendaries were 
subdeacons. Nevertheless, by and large all the members of the chapter were 
actually priests.
 Each of these offices carried with it certain rights and responsibilities. The 
dean was the chief executive officer of the cathedral and oversaw all of its 
activities and budget. The archdeacon customarily served as the vicar-gen-
eral of the diocese and thus assisted the bishop. The precentor was respon-
sible for all the liturgical aspects of the ceremonies within the cathedral, 
and this included supervising all the music and musicians. The schoolmas-
ter controlled the educational activities, while the treasurer was the chief 
financial officer. As in the case of the archdeacon, many of these duties also 
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extended to the entire diocese, depending on the pleasure of the bishop. The 
functions of the canons and prebendaries were far more restricted to the 
cathedral itself, unless the individual were appointed by the bishop to some 
diocesan role.3 
 One of the key duties of the cathedral chapter was the collection of the 
ecclesiastical tax, the tithe, a 10 percent levy on agricultural production. 
For example if a farmer produced one hundred bushels of wheat, he had 
to give ten to the Church. If a farmer had ten calves born in a year, he 
had to give one to the Church. The bull of erection stipulated the man-
ner in which the tithe was to be divided among the various ecclesiastical 
offices. Of the whole sum collected, the bishop received one quarter to 
pay his own salary and to provide funds for the administration of the dio-
cese. Another quarter went to the cathedral chapter and was distributed to 
the members of the chapter according to their rank. The second half was 
divided into nine parts. Two of these nine parts belonged to the king. The 
first papal bulls granted the power to collect the tithe to the crown, but in 
1512 the king ceded the tithe back to the Church, keeping one-ninth of the 
whole for himself. Although the king’s portion was one-ninth of the whole, 
because it was two-ninths of the half, it became known as the “two-ninths.” 
Four-ninths of the second half provided funds to pay the parish clergy of 
the diocese. Initially this fund was far too small to pay all the clergy, so it 
was allocated to pay the salaries of just the priests of the cathedral parish. 
The remaining three-ninths of the second half were divided into two equal 
parts. One part went to support the physical structure of the cathedral and 
to purchase the vestments, chalices, and other supplies needed for the cel-
ebration of the sacraments in the church. The last portion was allocated to 
support a hospital for the diocese.
 The cathedral chapter collected the tithe. Yet even under the best of cir-
cumstances it was a laborious and complex undertaking. Each and every 
farmer and rancher in the diocese had to be contacted and his production 
determined so that the tax could be paid. There were two options open to the 
cathedral chapter for the management of this process. On the one hand, the 
chapter could take control of the process directly, and send out members, or 
representatives, to all the farmers and ranchers and collect the tax directly. 
This also meant that the chapter could in essence control 10 percent of the 
annual agricultural and pastoral production of the territory. This allowed 
the cathedral chapter great influence over the price of goods on the market, 
depending on whether it chose to store the commodities or to sell them for 
cash on the open market. Some goods, such as oil and wax, could be used 
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by the Church in its normal operations. If the chapter had storage facilities, 
it could, for instance, store grain and sell it when the price had increased. 
Therefore, the chapter could collect the tithe after the harvest when the price 
was relatively low due to the abundance, and then sell the product later in the 
year when shortages had begun to raise the price. This was an expensive and 
cumbersome system because the chapter had to pay people to take control of 
the collection of the tithe and pay for storage facilities, thus cutting into the 
total value collected. 
 The other option was to rent the collection of the tithe to others. Under 
this method the chapter would have a public auction for the right to col-
lect a specific tithe, say, on wool. Persons interested in the commodity, or in 
speculating on the commodity, would bid for the right to collect that tithe. 
The chapter would grant the contract to the highest bidder. The person rent-
ing the tithe was gambling that the price paid at auction would be less than 
what was finally collected. Or, a merchant who owned a woolen mill might 
be interested in renting the tithe on wool since it could provide him with 
his raw materials at potentially less than the going rate. Obviously whoever 
won the contract was interested in collecting the goods as completely and as 
quickly as possible. It was to their benefit to be as thorough in collecting the 
tithe as humanly possible.4

 The upper clergy, members of the cathedral chapter and members of 
the bishop’s staff, received their incomes from the tithe. The local parish 
priest depended on the fees paid by the faithful for the exercise of the 
sacraments. Spaniards were expected to pay a nominal amount for certain 
sacraments, such as baptisms and marriages. In theory parish clergy also 
received a portion of the tithe, but this was the exception rather than 
the rule. Their main source of income was alms and offerings along with 
fees levied for the performance of various functions, such as weddings, 
burials, baptisms, and the like. The fees charged for ecclesiastical services 
became regularized by the early seventeenth century throughout most of 
Hispanic America. Each diocese would approve its particular schedule of 
fees, called an arancel. From the outset, however, the crown made it clear 
that the natives could not be charged fees, but only Spaniards and persons 
of mixed heritage.
 The Spanish crown declared that the natives of the New World would pay 
tribute to the crown, replacing whatever taxes they had paid prior to the con-
quest. The tribute was a head tax, levied on each adult male and prorated to 
other members of society. From this money, the crown supported mission-



 The Colonial Church | 81

ary activity and other services to the natives. In order to reward the conquer-
ors and first settlers, the crown allocated the right to collect and enjoy tribute 
from specific Indian communities to private citizens. In return these citizens 
were required to pay for the Christianization of the natives in their grant, 
among other things. As we read earlier, those who received these grants of 
tribute were called encomenderos, from the Spanish word encomendar, to 
entrust.
 In the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, priests who served par-
ishes composed largely of natives received salaries from the encomendero. 
Since Spanish claims on the New World were based in part on the evange-
lization of the natives, and the natives paid tribute to the crown, the crown 
then declared that the cost of Christianizing the natives should be covered by 
the tribute. It was not proper that the natives would have to pay for the sacra-
ments and pay their tribute as well. The crown itself was the largest encomen-
dero and thus bore the greatest responsibility for this cost. It also standard-
ized the salary of parish priests. The royal treasury developed an efficient, but 
complicated, system to pay priests who served towns under the crown. Those 
priests who served towns under a private encomendero had more difficulty 
collecting the salary as native populations declined and tribute remittances 
shrank. Increasingly parish priests in both Spanish and native parishes relied 
on the fees charged for services.
 Unlike in Europe, the regular clergy served as local parish priests, espe-
cially in native regions and in those areas where the regulars had first 
established their missions. In these areas, the regular orders collected the 
stipend paid by the crown and encomenderos for the administration of the 
sacraments to the natives. Vows of poverty prohibited the individual friar 
from collecting. Beyond this, the regular clergy did not rely on the tithe 
for support but rather on gifts from the faithful, as well as fees charged for 
services.
 The financial basis of the regular orders was extremely complex and var-
ied from order to order. Nearly all of the religious orders were mendicant 
orders. Yet, most of the orders invested heavily in real estate, directly and 
indirectly. Gifts of real estate were very important for the orders in the early 
years in the New World: they provided urban locations for the creation of 
the churches, convents, and monasteries used by the orders; rural real estate 
could either provide the order with commodities, which could in turn be 
sold for income, or the properties themselves could be rented out to tenants 
and thus provide direct cash income to the order.
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Pious Works and Confraternities

Central to the financial underpinning of both the secular and regular clergy 
was the institution of the “pious work.” A pious work is any foundation cre-
ated for the advancement of various works of piety and charity. The most 
common of these is the chantry (capellanía). A chantry provides for masses 
for the spiritual benefit of the founder and others, usually family members, 
designated in the foundation documents. It consists of a sum of money, the 
principle, which is then invested. The principle normally earns interest, orig-
inally 7 percent but reduced officially to 5 percent in the early seventeenth 
century. The interest provides the income for the priest who will say the 
masses as dictated by the founding patron. In order to generate the interest, 
Church officials only loaned out the principle in the form of a mortgage on 
real estate. 
 Individuals who wished to found a pious work, such as a chantry, had two 
additional options with regard to the principle capital investment. Rather 
than provide cash for the principle, they might opt to base the pious work on 
real estate. In this way the rents on the land, or the production of the land, 
could be used to fund the pious work. While in theory this seems a good 
practice and sound investment, in fact these foundations suffered the rav-
ages of time. Frequently it was difficult to find tenants. For urban real estate, 
especially, there were costs of maintenance that had to be included in the cal-
culations; for rural estates, crops might fail or otherwise not reach expected 
levels of return. Consequently, slowly but surely Church officials converted 
these endowments into cash and then invested the cash in mortgages.
 The third way to create a pious work was to place a lien on a piece of prop-
erty. In this method, the founding patron would present a piece of property 
and promise in the future to pay interest as if cash had been borrowed. This 
was a very popular form of endowing a chantry because it required very lit-
tle capital outlay and only routine annual payments. Nevertheless, from the 
moment of endowment onward, it was a real mortgage and potentially had to 
be satisfied. Yet in colonial Hispanic America there was no effort to collect the 
principle of these mortgages. The debtor merely had to pay the annual inter-
est. The Church officials did not expect the principle to be repaid, and in fact 
if it were repaid they would merely need to find another person to borrow the 
funds, since it was the interest that provided the income to the Church.
 Pious works in general, and chantries in particular, became impor-
tant financial tools for the Church and for colonists. Pious works could be 
founded in such a way as to maximize the benefit to the family of the founder 
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in real as well as in spiritual terms. The founding patron of the pious work 
could stipulate that the money should be invested with family members, that 
future patrons be direct descendents, and that the priest who said the masses 
also had to be a direct family member. In these instances the Church inter-
vened only to assure that the provisions of the endowment and canon law 
were satisfied. Yet some benefactors also established pious works under the 
patronage of the secular clergy and of the regular clergy. In these instances, 
in general, the Church assumed control of the principle and had the right to 
invest it as appropriate, as well as to name the beneficiary of the chantry, that 
is, the priest charged with saying the masses.5 
 Pious works and other ecclesiastical endowments served many good pur-
poses in the Church. Many had only a tenuous relationship with any ecclesi-
astical institution. In order to retain a modicum of control over these invest-
ments, to make sure that they were managed according to canon law, and to 
guarantee that their proceeds were actually used for the purposes intended, 
an office was created under the bishop of each diocese. This office was known 
as the Chantry and Pious Works Court (Juzgado de capellanias y obras pias). 
While the court oversaw the operations of all such endowments, it actively 
managed endowments that for one reason or another fell to the bishop or 
which the patron had granted to the bishop. In some dioceses this could 
be a significant portion of all endowments and represented a huge capital 
investment.
 The religious orders could rely on pious works and gifts of cash or prop-
erty for their income. Yet there were other models for the economic sup-
port of religious orders. The Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, developed a unique 
system to provide income for their many endeavors. The basic unit of the 
order was the college, founded in the principal cities of the Americas. It was 
an educational institution, offering superior studies to both ecclesiastics and 
to the colonial elite, as well as the basis for the evangelical work of the order, 
sending missionaries out into the field. The college received income from the 
usual sources, including gifts of cash and property, and the foundation of 
pious works. Uniquely the Jesuits also used these gifts to create rural estates, 
which specialized in agricultural production for the commercial market. In 
Peru, for example, there were Jesuit estates producing wine and brandy for 
sale locally and for the export market. In colonial Ecuador they developed a 
system of estates and mills to both produce cotton and wool, and then turn 
these commodities into cloth. In Mexico their estates were cattle ranches 
producing meat, tallow, and other goods for the local market. In Brazil the 
Jesuits had sugar estates, growing the cane and then turning it into sugar and 
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molasses for the international market. This model proved to be successful for 
the order and made them one of the wealthiest in the colonies.
 The Church also provided opportunities to the residents of the New 
World for the creation of community activities and social networks. One of 
the most important institutions for these purposes was the pious association 
known as a cofradia, confraternity, or sodality. Cofradias were social organi-
zations centered around the veneration of a particular saint, religious image, 
religious practice, or sacrament, with permission of the local bishop or arch-
bishop, the primary activities of the confraternity being piety and charity. 
The most prevalent of the confraternities was the Confraternity of the Most 
Holy Sacrament (Santísimo Sacramento). This sodality had as its purpose the 
veneration of the consecrated host. Members of a confraternity gained indul-
gences and other spiritual benefits. Many of the confraternities functioned 
as burial societies. Upon joining a sodality, the new member would pay a 
membership fee and annual dues. In return, upon death the member would 
receive a funeral mass to be attended by the other members of the confrater-
nity. These privileges also included memorial masses for the benefit of the 
soul of the departed member.
 Membership in many confraternities was restricted to certain ethnic and 
social groups. For example, there were confraternities which only accepted 
members of pure European descent. Other social and ethnic groups orga-
nized their own cofradias, so that there were confraternities for freed slaves, 
mulattoes, and mestizos. By the eighteenth century, cofradias were founded 
by certain occupational groups, such as shoemakers and silversmiths. Even 
secular priests had their own confraternity, the Congregación de San Pedro.
 Because confraternities existed as religiously based institutions, they had 
some limited ties to the Church. The celebration of some ceremonies, such 
as a corporate mass, required the participation of a priest. Other activities 
required no clerical representation. Frequently the sodality would hire a 
chaplain to provide for the spiritual needs of the group. The confraternities 
also amassed significant amounts of money. One of the basic activities of 
most confraternities was charity. While in many instances the confraternity 
merely received money from members and distributed it to needy persons or 
institutions, some of the money came to the sodality as part of pious works 
and targeted bequests. These types of donations had to be handled differ-
ently. As with all other pious works, funds had to be managed in order to 
protect the principle. The funds of the confraternity were invested in mort-
gages. The cofradía might also make short-term loans with some of its cash. 
It might own both urban and rural property. In short, in many communities 
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the local cofradía was one of the wealthiest entities. This caused headaches 
for the ecclesiastical superiors because they had only limited control over the 
confraternities. In rural communities the local cofradía could be either fairly 
autonomous of the parish priest, or work closely with him, depending on the 
historical development of the sodality, since most existed under local tradi-
tion rather than canon law.
 Confraternities played a major role in organizing local celebrations of 
major Church holidays, and special feasts associated with the patron saint 
of the confraternity, the patron saint of the local church, and other saints 
and feast days. Especially in native communities, the officers of the confra-
ternity became an extension of the local municipal government, in that lead-
ing members of the community might serve as officers either in the town 
government or in the confraternity, frequently alternating between one and 
the other. By the twentieth century this pattern became known as the cargo 
system,6 in which males alternated between the municipal government and 
the cofradía in leadership positions as they climbed the ranks of power. In 
this way the confraternity provided native peoples with more opportunities 
for leadership in their communities.
 Just as native communities adopted cofradias as part of their religious 
experience and then adapted it to their social structure, so the very ele-
ments of the Christian faith were adopted into their culture. As Christianity 
expanded beyond the Holy Land and into Europe, local customs and prac-
tices were adopted and adapted to the religion. Celebrations of All Saints 
Day correspond to pagan traditions in Northern Europe, as does the use 
of a Christmas tree and other popular customs. Similarly, Christianity in 
native villages became an extension of the local culture. Pagan deities fre-
quently reappeared in Christian guises, and celebrations from ancient tradi-
tions became associated with festivals in the Church calendar. Much of this 
resulted from the playing out of the double mistaken identity: that is, that the 
Spaniards and the native peoples each interpreted the actions of the other 
from within their own cultural experience. This gave rise to many different 
variants of religious practice throughout Latin America, all within the gen-
eral parameters of Christianity.
 The local bishop exercised a wide range of authority over the Church in 
his diocese including the power of inquisition. In the twelfth century, as a 
result of threats to the Catholic Church from heretical sects, the pope autho-
rized the creation of a special tribunal of ecclesiastical judges charged spe-
cifically with the suppression of heresy and idolatry: the Holy Office of the 
Inquisition. In the New World, prior to the 1570s, local bishops initiated their 
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own investigations into heresy as provided by canon law. One of the most 
famous of these early inquisitions focused on the local native ruler of the 
Mexican city of Texcoco, don Carlos Ometochtzin. Don Carlos was accused 
of apostasy and idolatry, in that he had reverted to worship of the old idols 
after having been baptized and made a Christian. His case was all the more 
poignant because the Franciscan friars had great hopes that the native rulers 
would set good examples of Christian living for their peoples. Don Carlos 
was eventually convicted of the charges, handed over to the royal authori-
ties for execution, and burned at the stake. Nevertheless, the case caused a 
great stir in the society and in the ecclesiastical community. Many held that 
natives were newcomers to the faith—neophytes, and as such could not be 
expected to have the same level of understanding nor dedication to the new 
faith and that they rightly should be exempted from the Inquisition: the 
Spanish crown eventually exempted the natives. While the Holy Office of the 
Inquisition might be seen as an ecclesiastical institution, in reality it func-
tioned more as a branch of royal government. Many of the inquisitors were 
not priests but rather were canon lawyers and others with training in canon 
law and procedure.7 
 The Holy Office focused mostly on the suppression of heresy and of viola-
tions of the sacraments. For example, many foreigners, especially French and 
English, more frequently came under the scrutiny of the Holy Office, under 
suspicion of heresy, than in the royal courts. Political thought was considered 
merely one manifestation of religious thought. As a result, the Inquisition 
functioned as a tool for the maintenance of the homogeneity of the body 
politic. Other cases heard by the Inquisition included bigamy (a violation of 
the sacrament of marriage), sexual solicitation by priests of women in con-
fession (a violation of the sacrament of penance), and heresy. Many cases of 
oath taking, witchcraft, divination, and other minor forms of idolatry also 
made up a large proportion of cases early on. Later, the inquisitors focused 
less on the mundane issues of oaths and witches, and focused more on cases 
of true heretics and open violations of the sacraments.
 Although the native peoples were exempted from the jurisdiction of the 
Holy Office, they still were subject to the local bishop’s authority to root out 
idolatry. Throughout Hispanic America local bishops created tribunals to 
prosecute cases of native idolatry. In Peru this procedure became known as 
the extirpation, and it existed in Mexico and other regions as well. Under 
the extirpation, specially trained priests authorized by the bishop would 
conduct investigations in local Indian villages, seeking out idolaters. If they 
found cases of idolatry, the idolater would face spiritual punishments: pub-
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lic humiliation, public penance, and prayers. The articles associated with the 
idolatry (images, offerings, and other utensils) would be publicly destroyed. 
While much of the procedure seems similar to that of the Inquisition, the 
punishments were purely spiritual, other than the occasional flogging, and 
did not call on the local secular authorities to mete out capital or corporal 
punishments. These latter always existed as a possibility, but most Europe-
ans considered the natives to be neophytes and thus inferior in their under-
standing of Christianity and less responsible for their errors. There is little 
evidence that the extirpations actually succeeded in eliminating idolatry, 
though. In most instances the idolatry merely shifted, becoming less obvious 
and less identifiable, blending into a host of folk beliefs and secular rituals 
already embraced by the Europeans, as would also happen with African reli-
gious traditions in many areas. Moreover, the priests charged with extirpat-
ing idolatry concluded, as had the inquisitors, that there were more impor-
tant things to focus on than small-scale folk practices, as long as the core 
beliefs of the faithful were orthodox.
 With the development of the New World colonies, the crown sought 
to strengthen its control over the Church using the privileges of the Royal 
Patronage. As part of a general period of reform, the Spanish crown began a 
program to codify laws and standardize the methods of administration in the 
colonies. This endeavor reached its climax with regard to the Church in 1574 
with the promulgation of the Ordinances of the Patronage (Ordenanza del 
Patronazgo). This collection of royal decrees embodied some earlier orders 
and included several new ones. The decrees created a system whereby can-
didates for clerical offices would engage in competitions destined to select 
the best trained person for the office. The competitive exams, called oposi-
ciones, sought to improve the quality of priests serving in the parishes. The 
crown favored this system to such a degree that in the early decades of the 
seventeenth century it ordered that four canonries on each cathedral chapter 
be filled through competitive exam. These were seats reserved for one per-
son holding a doctorate who could teach canon law at the local university, 
another trained scholar who could teach general studies, a specialist in peni-
tential theology to supervise confessions within the cathedral, and another 
who would supervise the liturgy of the Word, the reading of the biblical les-
sons and the sermons. They carried the titles of doctoral canon, magisterial 
canon, canon penitentiary, and canon lector. The oposición system governed 
the appointment of priests into most parishes in which the crown had guar-
anteed an income. This included most rural Indian parishes and many urban 
parishes that received funds from the tithe. Nevertheless, the religious orders 
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continued to function in many of the rural parishes, and the crown did not 
control appointments within the orders. 
 The ordinances also called for “secularization,” the removal of the reg-
ular clergy from rural parishes and their replacement with secular clerics. 
Although begun in the sixteenth century, it would take nearly two centuries 
to complete. In the Spanish colonies, while the bishops and secular clergy 
fell directly under crown control, the regular orders did not. The regulars 
effectively operated outside of direct royal scrutiny and, in many ways, 
beyond the scrutiny of the local bishop. The regular clergy had a structure 
that linked them directly to the pope in Rome, while the secular clergy in 
the Americas tended to be more directly controlled by the monarchs, thanks 
to the Royal Patronage. Moreover, thanks to papal grants from the time of 
evangelization, the Franciscans in particular, and other religious orders in 
general, claimed quasi-papal powers when operating out of the immediate 
area of control of the bishop, defined as a two-day ride. While it is unclear 
the degree to which the orders actually used that authority, they all vigor-
ously claimed it. As a result, the regulars were perceived by many royal offi-
cials as operating outside of the control of the state, and thus constituted a 
serious threat to royal authority. Consequently, the crown sought to remove 
the regulars from the parishes and replace them with seculars in order to 
gain more effective control over the Church as a whole. This also had the 
effect of moving the regulars from rural parishes into their convents and 
houses, which tended to be in urban areas. This had been and continued 
to be the pattern in Europe, where most parochial duties fell to the secular 
clergy and regulars were confined to convents or monasteries, or engaged in 
very specific activities.
 At the same time that the Spanish crown sought to increase control over 
the regular orders, the Catholic Church began a period of reform manifested 
by the Council of Trent (1545–63). The Council of Trent was called by Pope 
Paul III in order to address important theological questions which had arisen 
in the Church over the course of two hundred years and to reform the Church 
of abuses. Among other issues, Trent sought to address criticisms raised by 
the Protestant Reformation concerning the sacraments, indulgences, and the 
structure and authority of the Church. One of the important themes of the 
council was the centrality of the pastoral duties of priests and bishops. As part 
of these reforms the Council reaffirmed the rights of bishops to supervise the 
administration of the sacraments within their dioceses. The logical result of 
the reforms of Trent was that bishops would seek to gain greater supervisory 
control over the activities of the regular clergy in their dioceses. Specifically, 
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Trent called for bishops to license clergy who administered the sacraments in 
their dioceses, as well as to give licenses to preachers and others. 
 The episcopacy of don Juan de Palafox y Mendoza in the early seven-
teenth century exemplifies many of the difficulties inherent in the attempt 
to bring the religious orders under the control of the local bishop. Palafox 
arrived in New Spain in 1640, already appointed and consecrated as bishop 
of Puebla de los Angeles. In addition to his ecclesiastical duties, he came 
as a special investigator to look into irregularities in the viceregal govern-
ment. Shortly after his arrival he was also appointed interim viceroy (due 
to the flagrant misconduct of his predecessor) and archbishop of Mexico, 
a dignity he renounced in favor of retaining his post in Puebla. After hav-
ing received a new viceroy to replace the one who had been removed due 
to malfeasance, Palafox settled down to govern his diocese. Early on he had 
come into conflict with the mendicant orders over their claims of exemption 
from episcopal supervision. The tension came to a head when he removed 
the mendicants from thirty-six parishes and replaced them with secular 
priests. The confrontation, though heated, was resolved. Palafox then took 
on the Jesuits. The Jesuits refused to secure episcopal licenses for their priests 
to administer the sacraments. Palafox demanded that the order pay the tithe 
on the production of all of its agricultural estates, a very significant demand 
since the order was based financially on the production of its estates. The 
bishop and the order came to loggerheads. While Palafox continued to take 
action against the Jesuits, they found an ally in the new viceroy, who ordered 
Palafox’s arrest. Eventually the crown supported Palafox, but shortly there-
after the monarch recalled him to Spain and appointed him bishop of Burgo 
de Osma. The Jesuits did submit to the license requirements but only after 
Palafox had left for Spain.8

Nuns and Convents

While much has been written on the role of male clergy in the ecclesiastical 
history of the Americas, only recently have historians directed their attention 
to female religious. Shortly after the Europeans settled the New World the 
colonists began to build cloisters for women. As early as 1551 the city fathers 
of Cuzco, for example, purchased property in their city to dedicate to a nun-
nery. This occurred barely a decade after the nominal conquest of the Inca 
and while the colony was itself still wrecked by civil war. This first estab-
lishment had as its goal the protection of mestizas, female children of Span-
ish conquerors and their native wives and lovers.9 The object was to protect 
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the virginity of the girls from the rough-and-tumble world of post-conquest 
Peru. While the worldview that spurred these efforts was highly patriarchal, 
with women viewed as receptacles of the honor of their families in need of 
protection, it also manifested the high regard that these men had for the chil-
dren of their legal and casual relations. These were the daughters they rec-
ognized and whom they wished to raise in the Spanish tradition, not just 
forgotten offspring from illicit or forced relationships.
 Throughout Latin America the conquerors and early settlers set about 
founding similar institutions. These establishments for women were but 
one of several types of formal, Church-sanctioned repositories for women. 
There were at least three other types. The classic nunnery was inhabited by 
women from good families who had decided to join a religious order and 
live apart from the world in contemplation and prayer. Other establishments 
housed women who were married, sometimes with their entire family, while 
the male of the house was away on business or in government service. In 
the case of the house for mestiza daughters, seen in Cuzco, the expectation 
was that girls might eventually marry and leave the nunnery. Similarly, the 
women who were married would presumably leave the institution when the 
head of the household returned. Last, some cloisters had as their purpose the 
reform of women who were considered by society at large to be sinful. These 
religious houses provided a safe place for prostitutes and public sinners to 
be taken out of the public eye and given a chance to reform their lives. The 
courts frequently placed such women in the cloister, and in other instances 
the women entered voluntarily. What all of these institutions had in com-
mon is that they provided a place for women to be separated from society in 
general. They tended to reinforce a patriarchal society in which women were 
viewed more as property than as independent actors. 
 The communities of female religious followed rules of life, like the rules 
of the male religious orders. Most of the male religious orders had female 
analogs. Women who wished to follow the rule of Saint Francis could join 
the Order of Saint Clare, Francis’s companion, who founded an order of nuns 
along the lines of the Franciscan order for men. These orders for women are 
frequently referred to as the second order, with the male order being the first 
order, and religious orders for the laity being the third order.
 In spite of the tenuous position occupied by women in the colonial soci-
ety, the cloister provided some positive benefits as well. As evidenced by the 
writings of the famous Mexican nun of the seventeenth century, Sor Juana 
Inés de la Cruz, the cloister accorded her a place where she could pursue 
the life of the mind, in study and in writing. It was the cloister that gave her 
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the freedom to pen such lines as: “Foolish men who accuse women without 
a reason, not seeing that you are the cause of the very thing that you blame” 
[“Hombres necios que acusáis / a la mujer sin razón, / sin ver que soís la 
occasion / de lo mismo que culpáis.”].
 While a few nuns of the colonial period gained fame and reputation for 
their learned writings, most remained invisible to the larger world. Many, 
however, did write of their experiences, both within the life of the cloister as 
well as of their own spiritual development. One of the spiritual disciplines 
frequently pursued was that of writing personal journals, in which the nun 
would trace her development in faith, telling of those parts of her life related 
to her calling in the religious order. Scholars are now discovering these jour-
nals and beginning to study them for the many insights they provide into 
the minds of these women. Although these journals are based in reality, they 
tend to be highly mystical and quite idiosyncratic to each author. Moreover, 
they are in essence part of a dialogue. The confessor explores areas of faith 
and sin with the female penitent, who in turn writes of it in her journal, to be 
read and edited in turn by the confessor. 
 The writings of these nuns fall into three basic categories. The first is the 
autobiography, usually requested by the confessor. It provides the reader with 
a glimpse of the lives of women in this period, as well as snippets of everyday 
life. It can offer some reflections on their moral and religious ideas. The sec-
ond type is a spiritual journal or diary that traces the spiritual development 
of the woman, again at the behest of or guided by the confessor. Third, there 
are letters written by nuns to outsiders, confessors, that trace events in their 
interior life of spiritual growth. The letters written by Sor Juana to various 
individuals outside of her convent are examples of this type.10

 Many cloisters, although dedicated to women who had formally with-
drawn from society as opposed to those who temporarily entered for vari-
ous reasons, closely emulated the social structures and range of entertain-
ments found outside their walls. In Arequipa, Peru, for example, the convent 
of Santa Catalina (founded some forty years after the city) housed around 
450 nuns, plus their servants and slaves, and occupied the equivalent of sev-
eral city blocks. Rather than live in single cells along corridors, the nuns of 
Santa Catalina built their own cells, small houses in reality, creating a city 
within the city, with streets, plazas, and patios. In many ways within the walls 
the nuns re-created the society outside the walls. The convent was associated 
with the Dominican Order of men and followed the Dominican rule.
 Several of the exemplary saints of colonial Latin America were women, 
in whose lives their contemporaries saw models worthy of emulation. Per-
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haps no more famous example exists than Saint Rose of Lima, born Isabel 
Flores in Lima, Peru, in 1586. The legend runs that her face was so angelic, 
her cheeks so like roses, that the family servants gave her the nickname of 
Rosa, and it became universal. Rosa was a remarkable child, emulating Saint 
Catherine of Siena. While still a child Rosa took a vow of perpetual chas-
tity. As an adolescent she began to react strongly against her own physical 
beauty, cutting her hair and employing other tricks to look ill or otherwise 
unappealing. For years she wore the habit of a Poor Clare, and even consid-
ered entering the convent. One day en route to the cloister of the Discalced 
Carmelites, she passed the Chapel of Nuestra Señora del Rosario. There she 
became convinced that her calling was as a third-order Dominican nun, that 
is, that she would live her life according to the Dominican rule but not in 
the cloister. Instead, she made her home a cloister for the rest of her life and 
adopted the Dominican habit. Her spiritual devotions focused on the denial 
of sensual pleasure, humility, and prayer. Even within her lifetime she was 
recognized as saintly. She died in 1617, was beatified in 1668, and canonized a 
saint barely three years later.11

 The cloisters for women played an important role—along with the reli-
gious orders for men and the secular clergy—within families, especially with 
regard to inheritance patterns. In both early modern Spain and Portugal and 
in their colonies in the New World, inheritance laws dictated that the estate 
of the parents be divided equally among the children. The parents could 
enhance the portion of one child so that the child could receive nearly a half 
of the estate, depending on the number of children. This inheritance system 
had the effect of dividing up large estates into smaller ones. As opposed to 
concentrating wealth, the system tended to disperse it from generation to 
generation. Placing children in religious orders and into the secular clergy 
provided families with a method of mitigating the effect of the inheritance 
laws. They could in essence limit the amount of the estate that was dispersed 
during the parents’ lives, allowing for more wealth to be concentrated in one 
or a few of their offspring who went on to marry. 
 Another vehicle for protecting family assets was the entailed estate. These 
estates consisted of one or more properties, which were legally bound as a 
unit. There were legal prohibitions against selling or mortgaging the whole, 
or parts, of the estate. This method was very costly in that it required royal 
permission for setting up and the payment of heavy fees. Once an entailed 
estate was founded, it could never be sold or broken up.
 The nunneries also played an important role in the economy of colonial 
Latin America. Just as with the male orders and the cofradias, the nunneries 
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held property, chantries, and most other forms of ecclesiastical property. Just 
as with many institutions today, convents and monasteries had a constant 
need for funds. The care and feeding of a dozen nuns or friars represented 
a significant cash outlay, even for mendicant orders who had renounced 
a life of luxury and comfort. Upon entering a mendicant order, men were 
expected to give up their worldly possessions to the order. This transaction 
also meant a renunciation of their inheritance from their parents. These 
funds then passed to the order. Similarly, when women entered a religious 
order, the order collected what would have been their dowry should they 
have married. Most nunneries stipulated the minimum amount that they 
required. Upon entering the cloister, the woman would make a will, usually 
making two additional allocations. One of these was an outright bequest to 
the nunnery for a portion of her parents’ estate. The woman could also create 
a reserve, really an endowment, the growth of which would allow her to have 
a private income for her personal needs beyond the communal living of the 
house. The constitutions of differing convents and monasteries had impor-
tant variations, but in general the wealth gained upon the entrance of a new 
member was to be invested for that member’s long-term sustenance. Only 
the interest generated by this principle could be used for day-to-day support, 
not the principle itself. This placed many convents and monasteries in a very 
precarious position of having substantial holdings of property, for example, 
but little income. Similarly they might hold numerous mortgages based on 
invested funds, but not really have enough cash to take care of daily needs. 
These considerations did not usually come to bear on those cloisters where 
married women entered for limited periods of time. Some orders and nun-
neries allowed their inmates to retain their own personal wealth, but those 
nuns were, in turn, responsible for their own maintenance beyond the mini-
mum provided by the order. This was the case of the convent of Santa Cata-
lina of Arequipa where individual nuns built their own accommodations.
 While in Spanish America cloisters for women date from the first few 
years of settlement, in Brazil it was not until the late seventeenth century that 
the first official convent for women appeared, the Convent of Santa Clara do 
Destêrro in Salvador da Bahia. The colonial officials feared that the establish-
ment of cloisters for women might impede population growth. It remained 
the only convent for women for at least fifty years. The hefty monetary 
requirements placed on entering novices meant that only the daughters of 
Bahia’s elite could join. As a result the convent enjoyed a very solid endow-
ment, based upon the dowries and donations provided by those upper-class 
novices.
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 While strictly speaking not a part of the Church, the universities of the 
colonial Americas had strong clerical participation. The major universities of 
the Hispanic world have their origins on the Iberian Peninsula in examples 
such as the University of Salamanca and the model Renaissance university in 
Alcalá de Henares, called the Complutense. The first three major universities 
in the Hispanic New World were founded in the 1550s. Over the years, each 
has demonstrated its claim for primacy, but the University of Santo Tomás 
de Aquino in Santo Domingo boasts that it actually has its roots in a 1538 
papal bull. Universities in colonial Latin America were institutions estab-
lished to govern independent colleges, where the teaching occurred. These 
colleges tended to be organized by religious orders, especially the Jesuits and 
the Dominicans, although a secular cleric in Mexico founded the Colegio de 
Omnium Sanctorum. The university merely provided for a collective gover-
nance of the colleges and held the ultimate authority to issue degrees, based 
on the power granted by the king and the pope. 
 The University of San Marcos in Lima had its origins in 1548 when the 
Dominican provincial chapter meeting in that city approved a college of 
general studies. The University of Mexico came into being upon the arrival 
of the royal decrees of 1551 authorizing its inauguration. The Church had a 
great need for universities in the New World, as an indirect result of some 
of Trent’s reforms. Instituting stricter standards for ordination increasingly 
required young men to have university training, if not a degree itself. Those 
young men who had university degrees found better opportunities within 
the ecclesiastical hierarchy, be it in important urban parishes or on the 
numerous cathedral chapters.
 The crown and clergy rapidly incorporated the newly settled territories 
of the Americas into the ecclesiastical structures. Because of the presence of 
various religious orders, and of the diocese, the map soon became a patch-
work of overlapping jurisdictions. The middle years of the colonies also 
saw the establishment of many important ecclesiastical institutions. These 
included both offices of the Church, such as an expansion of the offices under 
the bishops, the creation of tribunals to extirpate idolatry, and offices for the 
collection of the tithe and the management of investments. The period also 
saw the creation of quasi-ecclesiastical institutions in the form of the Inquisi-
tion and the universities. Although both the Inquisition and the universities 
were deeply rooted in the Church, by the sixteenth century they had taken on 
independent existences. While men in religious orders had participated from 
the very beginning in the evangelization and settlement of the New World, it 
was only after the foundation of towns and cities that female religious orders 
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made their appearance in the New World. In the Hispanic colonies convents 
for women appeared in the mid 1500s, while in Brazil the first nunnery did 
not gain approval until the late 1600s, some 170 years later. All of these insti-
tutions provided a deep and rich foundation upon which the Church would 
develop in the eighteenth century.
 The Catholic Church in the seventeenth century developed a uniquely 
American flavor. As customs and rituals from Europe were established in the 
New World, the local people, both natives and those of European or African 
origin, adapted them into their own cultural experiences. Native commu-
nities embraced the cofradía as a structure for social organization and cor-
porate action. Native peoples also adapted Christian beliefs and rituals into 
their own customs, making for a rich and diverse religious experience across 
the continents. At the same time the Europeans developed a more complex 
and ostentatious form of religious expression, filled with public ceremo-
nies, processions, dramatic rituals, rich vestments, and opulently decorated 
churches. All of these features became part of the very essence of the Catho-
lic tradition in Latin America, a rich and colorful tapestry of varied religious 
experiences, as groups adopted those elements of the Christian faith that 
touched them and served their social and cultural needs.
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