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BY LOURDES MONTGOMERY

very December 7, at exactly 6:00 pm, from each
city, town, and hamiet in every corner of the
country of Nicaragua comes the griferia {cry):
L [ :Quien causa tanta alegria?” (“Who is the cause of
so much happiness?”) quickly followed by the response:
“:La Concepcion de Maria!” (“The Conception of Mary!”).
The excitement of the country erupts in a pyrotechnical
explosion that marks what is perhaps the world’s most
distinct celebration on the eve of the Feast of the Immacu-
late Conception: the uniquely Nicaraguan “Griferia.”
Though we may be hard-pressed to match the fever-
pitch enthusiasm of the Nicaraguans, Catholics world-
wide share their belief that Mary was born without origi-
nal sin, that her soul was sanctified as it entered the
embryo in the womb of her mother, Saint Anne. We
celebrate this event on December 8. The rest of us, with the
exception of Jesus, were conceived in the sinful state

“:Quien causa tanta alegria?”
“:La Concepcién de Marial”

inherited from Adam and Eve, whose story is recounted
in the first reading for the solemnity (Genesis 3:9-15, 20).
Being without sin, Mary was able to respond fully, as we
see in the Gospel reading of the day (Luke1:26-38), when
asked by the angel Gabriel to be the mother of Jesus.
Catholic fradition holds that Gabriel’s words to Mary,
“chaire kecharitomene” (“Hail, full of grace.” Luke 1:28),
seem to indicate Mary was without sin. According to the
church’s ancient imagery, what was done by Eve as she
brought the forbidden fruit to Adam was undone by
Mary, “most pure in soul and body, exceeding all perfec-
tion of purity, alone most immaculate,” as she brought
Jesus into the world.

There are references to a celebration of the conception
of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Spain dating as far back as
663 (though without specific reference to her sinlessness),
wher the Bishop of Avila together with the Visigoth King
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Children ask for treats at a home in Nicaraugua

Sisenando encouraged the population to celebrate this
feast “with much pageantry and splendor.” The Byzan-
tine Churches celebrated the feast of the Conception of St.
Anne (Eullepsis tes hagias kai theoprometoros Annas) as early
as the eighth century, and by the eleventh century the
feast, now changed to the Conception of Mary, was recog-
nized in England. Within one more century it had spread
across Europe. The Franciscans adopted the feastin 1263,
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as did the diocese of Rome in 1477. Finally, in 1708, the
feast was made obligatory for Roman rite Catholics by
Clement XL It was the Franciscans who were instrumen-
tal in promoting this celebration in the 1700s in Leon,
Nicaragua, when they encouraged the citizens in their
worship on this feast day.

The task of explaining this ancient doctrine, rooted in
the church’s liturgical celebrations, was taken up by many
theologians. Even St. Thomas Aquinas struggled with the
issue of Mary’s sinlessness, and he seems to have believed
Mary’s sanctification occurred an instant after animation.
It was the Franciscan philosopher and theologian John
Duns Scotus who argued in the thirteenth century that
sanctification after animation (“sanctificatio post
animationem”) followed the order of nature (naturae) not of
time (temporisy: “Her soul was sanctified at the exact
moment of its infusion.*

Finally, after more than a millennium of celebration of
Mary’s conception, and after centuries of speculation
about the nature of her special election, on December 8,
1854, Blessed Pope Pius IX defined as Catholic dogma the
Immaculate Conception of Mary in the constitution
Ineffabilis Deus.

Celebrating in Nicaragua Today

In Leén today, festivities for La Purisima (“The Purest
One”) commence with a novena prayed at 6:30 each
evening between November 28 and December 6, leading
to the Griteria that is the vigil before the more solemn feast
day itself. The first such novena is said to have been
written in 1732 by Friar Rodrigo Betancourt. Beginning
with a prayer addressed to the “Purest Queen of the
angels and man,” the novena continues with three Hail
Marys, a prayer of the day, a biblical reading, hymn,
reflection, the rosary, petitions, three sung Hail Marys,
another prayer of the day, jaculatoria (described as a brief
prayer which moves the heart directed to the heavens),
and it finally closes with one last prayer® Here is an
English translation of the lyrics to the short hymn that is
part of this service:

Like the treacherous fault, to the sun he could not gaze,
he could not tolerate the sunset to appear,

because he hides from you, Lady, this nocturnal animal.
You are conceived Maria without original sin.*

The celebrations in Léon center on a beloved image of
the Immaculate Virgin which is believed to have miracu-
lous properties, Of the various legends that have evolved
explaining how this beloved image was first brought to
Nicaragua, the one involving Saint Teresa of Avila is the
most charming. She is said to have given a statue of the
Virgin to her brother, Don AlonsoCepeda de Ahumada,
hoping to protect him as he traveled in the New World.
Romping about from place to place with the statue inabag
on his back, Don Alonso found himself one hot day in the
vicinity of the indigenous town of Chinandega where he
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decided to rest in the shade of a particular tree. Resuming
his march after a nice rest in the cool shade, Don Alonso
felt his load to be curiously light. A frantic search inside
the sack confirmed that the statue was missing. He re-
traced his steps only to find the statue underneath the very
tree whose shade he had enjoyed earlier. Placing the
statue once again into the sack, the poor fellow continued
his hike just to have it vanish again. It was only after this
episode had occurred many times that Don Alonso came
to understand that the Virgin wanted to stay in that place.
So he immediately decided to erect a church on the site.
People in the neighborhood affectionately nicknamed
him “old man,” and the miraculous statue of the Virgin
came to be know as Nuestra Sefiora del Viejo (“Our Lady of
the Old Man”).? '

“ s Quien causa tanta alegria?”: This shout, heard in every
nook and cranny of the country on December 7, isbelieved
t0 have been first uttered in 1857 by Monsignor Gordiano
Carranza, pastor of San Felipe Parish in Léon.® At 6:00 pm
the fireworks—"la polvora”—Dbegin in different parts of
the country. Outside the cathedral in Ledn a castle is
ignited which then transforms into a huge image of the
Virgin Mary” These pyrotechnic displays begin the sing-
ing of traditional hymns around statues of the Virgin
Mary set on temporary altars that are lavishly decorated
with flowers, candles, and incense. These altars are dis-
played on people’s porches and in storefronts; often,
infant daughters of family and close friends, dressed in
white gowns decorated with golden trim, foil wings, and
halos of flowers are set on these altars to play the role of
living angels, and toddlers in their high chairs are placed
at one side or the other, their chairs covered with tissue
paper to create the effect of the clouds of the heavens.® As
they cry their Griteria, children go from house to house
singing songs to Mary, very much like American children
on Halloween, and they are rewarded with homemade

treats such as gofios (a candy made of corn, honey, cinna-

mon, and brown sugar), lecheburras, pifionates, and
bienmesabes. A cold drink made of rice, cocoa, and milk is
always popular in Nicaraguan heat. '

Nicaraguans Celebrate in Miami

Possibly as a result of the horrible fighting during the
revolution that began in 1979, many Nicaraguans have
relocated to my own city of Miami—perhaps one-haif
million by 1991—and they have, of course, brought their
culture and traditions with them. Just as in Nicaragua,
many altars are set up in homes, storefronts, and on street
corners around the city as people celebrate La Purisima,
and people go from one altar to the next singing songs to
Mary and collecting treats. San Juan Bosco and Divine
Providence are two parishes near my home that have
large Griferia celebrations each year. As the vigil Mass
ends at my own parish—Mother of Christ—the congrega-
tion spills out into the church’s parking lot to sing Marian
songs in front of the half dozen make-shift altars scattered
about, and all visitors indulge in the abounding sweets.
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A woman erects a La Purisima temporary altar in the parking lot of Maother of Christ Chureh, Miami, Florida

In this country we have always been blessed by the
presence of new immigrants as they come to share their
customs and traditional practices, enriching our own
culture. Today Griteria practices may be found in many
parts of the Americas, as Nicaraguan refugees settle in
new places. While the Church tells us that “no other form
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eople go from one altar to the next singing
songs to Mary and collecting treats.

of worship [can take the place of] a liturgical celebration
..., a sacred action surpassing all others [such that nonej
can equal its efficacy by the same title and to the same
degree,” we are also told that “popular devotional prac-
tices play a crucial role in helping to foster this . . . prayer.
Examples include . . . novenas, processions, and celebra-
tions in honor of Mary. Properly used, popular devotional
practices extend into daily life . .. the liturgical life of the
Church.”' Having observed from a distance (and, more
recently, having been privileged to be part of) this tradi-
tional and uniquely Nicaraguan manner of honoring our
Blessed Mother, | can certainly appreciate the wisdom of
this observation—and I truly hope that this remarkable
public display of piety so integral to their culture isnotlost
as they assimilate.
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For a compilation vecording of traditional Nicaraguan Purisima
(Griterfa) hymns you may write to Coro Sin Nombre, 398 SW 79
Court, Miami, FL 33144,
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Music Suggestions for La Purisima

Parishes that look for music that will connect these Nicara-

guan devotional practices to the liturgy should begin with the
appointed Mass texts. Paul reminds us in the second reading &~
(Ephesians 1:3-6, 11-12) that we are blessed, chosen for adop-= - C
tion through our savior Jesus Christ even before the world was -+
formed. From her conception, Mary was chosen like us for. "
transformation in the paschal mystery of her son. If we chicose -
music for this day with that vision in:mind, this Marian. -

celebration can preserve the Advent theme. The song “Tu
Gloria, Tu Gloria” printed below, is a traditional Nlcaraguan
piece sung at virtually every Purisima event. There are also
suggestions here for some of the many lovely settings (with
Spanish and English texts) of the day’s Responsorial Psalm (P’s
98:1, 2-3, 3-4), the Magnificat, and some other Marian songs.
(This list was prepared with the help of Peter Kolar of World
Library Publications, whosé comments on some of the selec-
tions are included below.) References to Cantos del Pueblo de
Dios (Wordd Library Publications} and to Cdnticos and Flor v
Cantio (both Oregon Catholic Press) are to the second editions
of these hymnals, all published in 2001,

Spanish-Language Sethngs of Responsorlal Psalm 98 :
(97), mclude. § : : i :

'Cortes, Eieazar, ”El Senor Revela a Ias Nacmnes / Canten ali
Senor,” Flor y sz_tq, #242 _ 3

“y Canifo, #240; Enghsh'te t in Sing "g fhe Psalms, Volume 1
(OCP, 1988). ' i - :
Manzano, M1guel Aieluya, el Senor_ Es Nuestro Rey, Flor y :
- Cantfa, #442, -0 S

Rosas, Carlos, ”La Vlctona de Senor,” FIo__ _,I Canto, #329

Spamsh-Language Semngs of the Magmﬁcat ' Ca
ticle of Mary) mciude. :

Volume 1.
Mejia, Ale]andro, ”Lucas 1 Canto de Ma _
#286. o
Rubalcava, Peter; “Lticas 1: Magmﬁcat o Flor y Canto # 2
Sosa, }uan, ”Cant1co de Mama,” Flar y Crmto, #17 i

Tu Gloria, Tu Gloria

This seems to be one of the more popular traditional
Purisima pieces, included in almost every celebration.

a E7 Traditional . o
% e S et e e e Atlmdeme’ Hlja/Saimo 457 (Steve
e e e o e 5 s o e e e e Warner-and. Alicia Schexdier), -
> Refrin:  Tu  glo - vt glo-ra, g0 - # - s0es- - del Pueblo de Dios, #63.. _
LgOh M - oh o Ma-delon SR oae WY “ AveMaria” (vanoussetnngsoftheSpan- :
3.Tuo -vgn - te di - che-so  Ohher-me - 52 Ma - - 1sh text) The settmg bY Franmsco_'

Palazén is one of my favorite settings:

Thie tune is apparently licensed by OCPT- :

sus duras cadenas al hombre rompid

la misera tierra de gozo inundd ‘
Coro Sin Nombre,

victoria, victoria, Marta triunfa.
victoria, victoria, Maria triunfs.

7. . . P
Tu voz poderasa que al barbaro aterra [4 compiiation recording of Nicaraguan Las Manamtas (Versmn paral Celebr aci-:

398 SW 79 Court, Miami, 1. 33144 ]

* G -a  (Oh Al ce Ma - si-al  Pu - Wi - ca mi  von o (since it was ongmaﬂy pubhshed in
we-llal Cudn pu - ra cwdn  be-Hla laaw - r0 - ra tc Vo, dn L :
mi - de del - sol pro-me - ti-do Ia luz a-nun - cig, Del : Spaln by EdlCIOﬂES PAX)’ buf: lt dOES .
o - al de  paz ya-le - gri-a al  hom - bre lie - ad. De 1ot apPea]_—manY OCP resource In my :
By - — BT A  opinion, itis great for the congregatton
L it ) e e 7 s e e e et e it becatise of the built-in'te etitions. 1.
Tyt e L e H P :
b3 - , : - include it regularly in'the music &
dul - e Ma - 1 - a Pu - Bi - ca mi voz. . B
- s ocmin  be - la kA -0 - 1@ & vid - tiorvof Celebremos/Let lis Celebmte (Can
sol pro«me - i - do la luz a - nan - Gid.
paz ya-le - gii - a al hom - bre e - no
4. 8.
La erguida cabeza pisod valeroso De tierra doncella vencido se humilia,
tu pie victorioso dei fiero dragdn Luzbel que a la silia suprema anheld
tu pie victorioso del fiero dragdn Luzbel que a la silla suprema anheld
S. 2.
T salvas al mundo Ti apiacas al cielo Mil veces felices, mil veces Sefiora.
T das a este suele Un Rey Salvador Mil veces ia hora que el mundo te vid .
T das a este suele Un Rey Salvador Mil veces 1a hora que el mundo te vié " Flory ¥ Cﬂnfﬂ: #449 i
P “Canteri al Sefior un c nitico Nuev por-v'-'
. 21 ..
Tu mano potente después de mil penas . . 10. . q-ue Ha HeCho MaraV1uaS (Cortes), 3
sus duras cadenas al hombre rompid Readido mi pecho celebra w gloria, Respande y Aclama 2004 (OCP) s

“T.as Mana.mtas Tapatlas = Trachtlo. al
Cantos del Pueblo de Dzos, #205 : :

la misera tierra de gozo inundé Purisima (Griteria) hymns that includes ones), Trad1t10na1 Cantos del Pueblo de':
this piece Is available from: : :

. Dzos #183 FIor y Ccmto, #’718
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