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Bless Me, Ultima

Rudolfo Anaya’s classic Chicano novel, Bless Me, Ultima, portrays a clash of several different religious beliefs within a community of people. In the very middle and focus of this clash is Antonio, a young boy who is dissatisfied with some of his own religious beliefs. However, after several key events in his young life, Antonio manages to find a sort of equilibrium, which allows him to achieve a form of moral reconciliation with himself. What he ends up doing is forming his own set of beliefs that takes parts and pieces from each of the others. The “official” religion that he practices, the religion that he actually goes through the actions of following, is that of Catholicism. However, the religion that he holds dear and admires is that of the Golden Carp, while the religion that he believes actually possesses power is the magic that Ultima practices in her occupation as a healer.

 Tony’s parents are devout Catholics, and he is required to attend church services frequently, and his mother even plans for him to eventually become a priest. Tony is drawn to this notion, and studies diligently to fulfil this plan. However, a string of unfortunate events leads him to question his faith in the church. Several people in the community are killed, and Tony is sure that they did not deserve the deaths that they received. He questions how it could be possible for someone to die when a God watched over him. Then later, when Tony was receiving his first Communion, he expected to become suddenly enlightened by God, using the logic that once he “had God inside of him,” he would be able to speak directly to God to receive the answers that he needed. This did not happen. Tony found that he felt the same as before he had the experience. After this, Tony continued to practice Catholicism, but his belief in it declined greatly.

There is an old myth that is passed down through a few select members of the community about the Golden Carp, a god transformed into the form of a fish. Tony is showed this by a fellow schoolchild who attempts to convert Tony to this new religion. Tony, despite being a Catholic, sees many irrefutable things, making him unable to deny the existence—although not necessarily the divinity—of the Golden Carp. The religion of the Golden Carp is a milder, more forgiving one than that of the Christian God, and it is more appealing to Tony, who had been struggling with the seeming mercilessness of the God he worships in church. However, Tony never sees the Golden Carp prove its divinity; he remains unsure if it is a god or just a really big, shiny fish. Despite the fact that he wants the Golden Carp to really be a god, he sees nothing that can verify that.

Ultima, the old healer woman who comes to live with Tony’s family, draws her power from the earth. She uses herbs and plants and old, ancient rituals to work magic that is able to do things that the other religions are unable to do. For instance, when spirits possesses a neighbor’s house, the local priest is unable to exorcise the ghosts. It is only when Ultima comes and pacifies the spirits by performing a ritual that they leave the household alone. Ultima is also able to cure one of Tony’s uncles of a curse and kill the witch responsible, albeit in a manner disturbingly similar to voodoo. It is here that Tony finds a real source of power, one not so evident in the other two religions. It is Ultima, and Ultima alone, that can actually do things to alter the fates of people. No amount of praying to either God or the Golden Carp seemed to amount to anything, so Tony’s faith is founded mostly in the healing magic that Ultima has.

Tony’s faith in Ultima’s magic, but his hopes are found with the Golden Carp. He hopes that the Golden Carp is real so people will be able to be forgiven. At the same time, he actively practices Catholicism. These three religions fill in their three respective parts of his religious beliefs: what he believes in, what he wants to believe in, and what he actually practices. Thus, with these three religions, he finds his moral reconciliation. 

