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The story of the Cristeros is an awe-inspiring testimony of faith, courage, and sacrifice. In a
time of intense religious persecution, these brave men and women not only defended the
freedom of the Catholic Church in Mexico but also left us with a profound lesson on the value
of faith in times of adversity. This article seeks to illuminate the origins, history, and present-
day significance of the Cristeros, aiming to inspire and strengthen our own spirituality in the
context of the 21st century.

The Origins of the Cristero War

The Cristero War, which took place between 1926 and 1929, was the result of anti-clerical
laws imposed by the Mexican government under the leadership of Plutarco Elias Calles. These
laws were part of a series of radical reforms that sought to reduce the power of the Catholic
Church in the country. The 1917 Constitution already contained severe restrictions on the
Church, but Calles implemented even harsher measures that affected priests, churches, and
the faithful.

Calles’ laws not only banned religious education but also prohibited priests from wearing
their clerical garments outside the altar and limited the ability of the faithful to gather to
practice their faith. The Church was silenced and repressed; parishes were closed, and many
priests were imprisoned, exiled, or even killed. However, despite the persecution, Mexican
Catholics did not remain silent. In response to this oppression, a group of courageous
individuals rose to defend religious freedom, becoming the Cristeros.

The Call to Resistance

The name “Cristero” comes from the battle cry “jViva Cristo Rey!” (“Long live Christ the
King!”), which became the slogan of their struggle. The Cristeros were not merely fighting
against an oppressive regime; they saw their resistance as an expression of their love for
God and their desire to live their faith without restrictions. Their motto was a constant
reminder that their fight was not political or territorial but spiritual: it was a struggle for
Christ’s sovereignty over the lives of Mexicans and for the Church’s freedom to fulfill its
evangelizing mission.

In response to these injustices, an armed movement arose across various regions of Mexico,
particularly in the central and western parts of the country. Thousands of peasants, workers,
students, and even women joined the movement, knowing that their faith and religious
beliefs were the only things they had left in the face of government brutality.
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One of the most striking aspects of the Cristeros is that most of them were not professional
soldiers but ordinary people who became warriors for a fundamental principle: the defense of
their religious freedom. Although many of them were illiterate and lacked military resources,
their unwavering faith propelled them to confront a well-trained and well-armed army.

The Spiritual Battle of the Cristeros

To fully understand the Cristero War, one must delve into its spiritual dimension. The
Cristeros did not wield only physical weapons; they also wielded spiritual ones. Their
resistance was founded on a deep devotion to God and an unshakable belief in the need to
defend the integrity of the Catholic faith. This spiritual element is reflected in the many
prayers and religious practices they observed even while fighting. Cristero leaders organized
Masses and Rosaries, and their soldiers encouraged one another to remain steadfast in their
faith, remembering that their struggle was for something far greater than themselves.

One of the most emblematic heroes of the Cristero War was José Sanchez del Rio, a 14-year-
old boy who became a martyr. Sdnchez del Rio was captured by federal forces and, after
being tortured and finally executed, left an indelible mark of bravery and love for Christ. His
last words were “jViva Cristo Rey!”, and his sacrifice, like that of many other Cristeros, is
considered an inspiration for all Catholics facing challenges and persecution for their faith.

The Present-Day Significance of the Cristeros

Although the Cristero War officially ended in 1929 with an agreement between the Church

and the Mexican government, the legacy of the Cristeros endures to this day. Their struggle
reminds us that religious freedom is a fundamental right that must be protected at all costs.
In a world that is becoming increasingly secularized and, in many places, hostile to religion,
the Cristeros teach us not to give in to social or political pressure when it comes to our faith.

The testimony of the Cristeros also highlights the importance of unity and perseverance in
the fight for justice and truth. Their resistance was not only physical but also moral and
spiritual, challenging us to live our faith with the same fervor, even in the face of adversity.
As St. Paul writes in his Letter to the Ephesians (6:11-13):

“Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’'s schemes.
For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities,
against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly
realms. Therefore, put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may
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be able to stand your ground.”

A Call to Spiritual Action

The figure of the Cristeros also invites us to reflect on how we live our faith today. While
times have changed, the challenges to religious freedom and Christian morality persist in
many parts of the world. How do we respond to injustice, persecution, or threats to our faith?
The Cristeros show us that we must not fear defending what is sacred and that our resistance
must be based on prayer, unity, and action.

Today, many Catholics around the world face challenges similar to those experienced by the
Cristeros, from religious discrimination to the censorship of Christian values in society. The
resistance of the Cristeros calls us to take a firm stance, as they did, without fear and with
the certainty that Christ is our King and that His Kingdom is eternal.

Conclusion

The Mexican Cristeros are not just historical figures; they are models of faith, courage, and
sacrifice. Their legacy reminds us that the fight for religious freedom and the defense of the
Catholic faith is a worthy and sacred cause. As 21st-century Catholics, we are called to be
bold witnesses of faith in our own contexts—whether in our families, workplaces, or society.

In a world full of uncertainty, the Cristeros teach us that we must cling to our faith with all our
being, always remembering their battle cry:

“iViva Cristo Rey!” - “Long live Christ the King!”

Let us raise our voices, as they did, with the hope that the truth of Christ will reign forever.
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