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The man was tall and so thin he seemed to be always in profile. He was dark-
skinned and rawboned, and his eyes burned with perpetual fire. He wore
shepherd's sandals and the dark purple tunic draped over his body called to
mind the cassocks of those missionaries who every so often visited the villages
of the backlands, baptizing hordes of children and marrying men and women
who were cohabiting. It was impossible to learn what his age, his background,
his life story were, but there was something about his quiet manner, his frugal
habits, his imperturbable gravity that attracted people even before he offered
counsel.

He would appear all of a sudden alone in the beginning, invariably on foot,
covered with the dust of the road, every so many weeks, every so many
months. His tall figure was silhouetted against the light of dusk or dawn as he
walked down the one street of the town, in great strides, with a sort of urgency.
He would make his way along determinedly, amid nanny goats with tinkling
bells, amid dogs and children who stepped aside and stared at him
inquisitively, not returning the greetings of the women who already knew him
and were nodding to him and hastening to bring him jugs of goat's milk and
dishes of manioc and black beans. But he neither ate nor drank until he had
gone as far as the church of the town and seen, once more, a hundred times
over, that it was dilapidated, its paint faded, its towers unfinished and its walls
full of holes and its floors buckling and its altars worm-eaten. A sad look
would come over his face, with all the grief of a migrant from the Northeast
whose children and animals have been killed by the drought, who has nothing
left and must abandon his house, the bones of his dead, and flee, flee
somewhere, not knowing where. Sometimes he would weep, and as he did so
the black fire in his eyes would flare up in awesome flashes. He would
immediately begin to pray. But not the way other men or women pray: he
would stretch out face downward on the ground or the stones or the chipped
tiles , in front of where the altar was or had been or would be, and would lie
there praying, at times in silence, at times aloud, for an hour, two hours,
observed with respect and admiration by the townspeople. He recited the
Credo, the Our Father, and the Hail Marys that everyone was familiar with, and
also other prayers that nobody had heard before but that, as the days, the
months, the years went by, people gradually learned by heart. Where is the
parish priest? They would hear him ask. Why isn't there a pastor for the flock
here? And each time he discovered that there was no priest in the village it
made him as sad at heart as the ruin of the Lord's dwelling places.
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pnly after having asked the Blessed Jesus' pardon for the state in which they
ad allowed His house to fall did he agree to eat and drink something, barely a
pample of what the villagers hastened to offer him even in years of scarcity. He
as willing to sleep indoors with a roof over his head, in one or another of the
wellings where the people of the backlands offered him hospitality, but those
who gave him lodging rarely saw him take his rest in the hammock or
makeshift bed or on the mattress placed at his disposal. He would lie down on
the floor, without even a blanket, and, leaning his head with its wild mane of
Jet-black hair on one arm, would sleep a few hours. Always so few that he was
the last one to retire at night and yet when the cowherds and shepherds who
were up earliest left for the fields they would catch sight of him, already at
work mending the walls and roof of the church.

He gave his counsel when dusk was falling, when the men had come back
from the fields and the women had finished their household tasks and the
children were already asleep. He gave it in those stony, treeless, open spots to
be found in all the villages of the backlands at the main crossroads, which
might have been called public squares if they had had benches, tree lined
walks, gardens. or had kept those that they had once had and that little by little
had been destroyed by drought, pestilence, indolence. He gave it at that hour
when the sky of the North of Brazil, before becoming completely dark and
studded with stars, blazes amid tufted white, gray, or bluish clouds and there is
a sort of vast fireworks display overhead, above the vastness of the world. He
gave it at that hour when fires are lighted to chase away the insects and prepare
the evening meal, when the steamy air grows less stifling and a breeze rises
that puts people in better spirits to endure the sickness, the hunger, and the
sufferings of life.

He spoke of simple and important things, not looking at any person in
particular among those who surrounded him, or rather looking with his
incandescent eyes beyond the circle of oldsters, men an women, children, at
something or someone only he could see. Things that were understandable
because they had been vaguely known since time immemorial, things taken in
along with the milk of one's mother's breast. Present, tangible, everyday,
inevitable things, such as the end of the world and the Last Judgment, which
might well occur before the time it would take for the town to set the chapel
with drooping wings upright again. What would happen when the Blessed
Jesus looked down upon the sorry state in which they had left His house? What
would He say of the behavior of pastors who, instead of helping the poor,
emptied their pockets by charging them money for the succor of religion?
Could the words of God be sold? Shouldn't they be given freely, with no price
tag attached? What excuse would be offered to the Father by the priests who |
fornicated, despite their vows of chastity? Could they invent lies that would be
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believed by a God who can read a person's thoughts as easily as the tracker on
he earth reads the trail left by a jaguar? Practical, everyday, familiar things,
such as death, which leads to happiness if one comes to it with a pure and
oyous soul, as to a fiesta. Were men animals? If they were not, they should
bass through that door dressed in their very best, as a sign of reverence for Him
whom they were about to meet. He spoke to them of heaven, and of hell as
well, the domain of the Dog, paved with burning-hot coals and infested with
rattlesnakes, and of how Satan could manifest himself by way of seemingly
harmless innovations.

The cowherds and peons of the backlands listened to him in silence, intrigued,
terrified, moved, and he was listened to in the same way by the slaves and the
freedmen of the sugarcane plantations on the seacoast and the wives and the
mothers and fathers and the children of one and all. Occasionally, someone
interrupted him- though this occurred rarely, since his gravity, his cavernous
voice, or his wisdom intimidated them- in order to dispel a doubt. Was the
world about to end? Would it last till 1900? He would answer immediately,
with no need to reflect, with quiet assurance, and very often with enigmatic
prophecies. In 1900 the sources of light would be extinguished and stars would
rain down. But, before that, extraordinary things would happen. A silence

ensued after he had spoken, in which the crackling of open fires could be
heard, and the buzzing of insects that the flames devoured, as the villagers
holding their breath, strained their memories before the fact in order to be
certain to remember the future. In 1896 countless flocks would flee inland from
the seacoast and the sea would turn into the backlands and backlands turn into
the sea. In 1897 the desert would be covered with grass, shepherds and flocks
would intermingle, and from that date on there would be but a single flock and
a single shepherd. In 1898 hats would increase in size and heads grow smaller,
and in 1899 the rivers would turn red and a new planet would circle through
space.

It was necessary, therefore, to be prepared. The church must be restored, the
cemetery as well, the most important construction after the House of the Lord
since it was the antechamber of heaven or hell, and the time that remained must
be devoted to what was most essential: the soul. Would men or women leave
for the next world in skirts, dresses, felt hats, rope sandals, and all the luxurious
attire of wool and silk that the Good Lord Jesus had never known
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