
Chapter 12 | The Southern Renaissance and the Early Explorers

Introduction

This week begins a journey into the Age of Exploration, starting with early explorers and their journeys 
before the late 1400s.  Many of them were trying to find routes to sources pf spice in the East.  The spice 
trade had already been important to Europeans for a long time; since at least the days of the Romans, 
spices were imported from the Far East and the Middle East.  However, as Europeans returned from the 
Crusades, they brought back not only books written by ancient Greeks and Romans that sparked a new 
interest in reading, but also new spices such as cumin, coriander, cardamom, saffron, and sumac.    

Spices were prized for their ability to flavor or preserve food, heal diseases or reduce bodily inflammations, 
and display personal wealth or prestige.  Spices were imported to medieval Europe together with other 
luxury goods: silk (as well as cotton and wool) porcelain, gemstones, and more medicines: rhubarb, frank-
incense, myrrh, and camphor.

As we learned when we studied Marco Polo, most of these products came to Europe via a long overland 
route called the Silk Road from China and India, via Constantinople, and then by ship to all the rest of 
Europe.  When Constantinople fell to the Muslims in 1453, that changed.  The Italian traders of Florence, 
Venice, and Genoa developed exclusive trading relationships with the new Muslim rulers that kept out 
everyone else.  That was a problem for all the other merchants from lands farther away like Spain and Por-
tugal.  They wanted to continue importing the riches of the Orient, too, but its gates were barred to them.  

It was simply unthinkable to the European nations that they should be cut off from the East and its stag-
geringly valuable markets.  Besides, Europe had new energy and enthusiasm.  The long internal struggles 
that had dragged on for so long in France and England and Spain were over.  The Hundred Years War was 
over; the Wars of the Roses were over; the Reconquista had driven the Moors out of Spain.  The kings and 
queens of Western Europe were ready to sponsor voyages of discovery.

Long before Columbus sailed west, the Crusades introduced the idea of “holy wars” and “holy conquest” 
into Europe.  Popes and princes fired the imaginations of the European people, declaring that “God willed” 
them to reconquer the Holy Land.  In Spain, for example, Christians learned to be especially warlike by 
fighting the Moors (another term for Muslims) who threatened their very existence.  When at last they 
succeeded in 1492, their attention turned naturally from crusading for God’s glory in Spain and the Mid-
dle East to crusading for God’s glory in new lands beyond the sea. 

Spain was not alone in this desire.  Monarchs of the Age of Exploration wanted to extend their own realms 
and wealth without much practical regard for the consequences to the people they were conquering.  At 
the same time, they assumed that they were furthering the kingdom of God by adding to the lands ruled 
by “Christian” monarchs.  Viewing Christianity primarily as a kind of state religion, it made sense to them 
to extend Christendom by force.

Besides, they reasoned, were there not Christians in the East with whom they could ally?  Throughout the 
Middle Ages, “Prester John” figured as a legendary Christian prince (rumored to be the descendant of 
King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba) who was identified at times with Kublai Khan or with the Negus 
of Abyssinia.  
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Part of the purpose for European exploration was to discover this mythical Christian ally in the East, who 
was said to rule over a mystical and fabulously wealthy land.  Prince Henry, “The Navigator,” of Portugal 
was especially eager to find Prester John.  Two explorers, Pero de Covilhão and Afonso de Paiva, traveled 
overland in search Prester John, and a famous explorer named Bartholomeu Dias also sought him by sea.  
None ever found the fabled Eastern Christian ruler, but the dream remained.

While some responded to the lure of finding Prester John, others found inspiration in the Renaissance and 
its new ideas about what was possible.  New books offered new knowledge and perspectives.  More men 
considered new answers to old problems.  Renaissance ingenuity also contributed to the magnetic com-
pass, the ship called the caravel, the powerful new weapon called a cannon, and other key advances that 
made such bold seafaring possible.  For example, caravels and cannons gave Portugal the advantage over 
the native peoples whom they encountered on their voyages.  

Renaissance trade also helped to bring in the wealth necessary for financing risky voyages. Most impor-
tantly, the Renaissance encouraged a spirit of inquiry. People wanted to know about lands beyond their 
familiar world.  With a growing spirit of adventure, they wanted to explore the uttermost ends of the earth.  
The Renaissance set the stage for brave voyagers by encouraging and enabling grand discoveries—the idea 
that man could and should strive to achieve great acts in the here and now, not just wait passively for the 
world to come.  

The Age of Exploration was on, to be sure—but we mustn’t forget that the Renaissance was still in full 
swing!  Columbus, Leonardo da Vinci, Ferdinand and Isabella, and Michelangelo were all living around 
the same time—an absolutely amazing period of history. 

Reconquista of Spain 

Let’s pick up this thread of history during the Age of Discovery with Spain and Portugal.  We focused 
quite a bit on England and France during the Middle Ages because it was so easy to see how those lands 
changed from a patchwork of tribes into unified nation-states.  We’ve paid attention to Germany and Italy, 
too, so that we could see just why they failed to unite.  We haven’t spent that much time yet on Spain or 
Portugal.  

As you may remember from our descriptions of Mohammad and the rise of Islam earlier, the Muslim 
armies had conquered their way across Northern Africa and across into Spain.  It only took them a few 
years to conquer the whole of Spain and Portugal, and then they were marching over the Pyrenees Moun-
tains to invade France.  The grandfather of Charlemagne, Charles Martel (which means Hammer), stopped 
them at the Battle of Tours in 732 A.D.  Meanwhile, the Christian nobles of Spain were forced back up into 
a tiny strip of territory in the northern mountains.  This last Christian kingdom was called Asturias.

But the Christians never gave up their fight.  Instead, for the next 760 years, they fought a long series of 
wars against the Muslim rulers of Spain.  Slowly, mile by mile, generation by generation, they drove out 
the Moors (this was the Spanish name for Muslims).  Throughout this period, kingdoms rose and fell and 
were slowly joined together by various treaties and marriage alliances.  

The kingdom of Asturias became Galacia, Leon, Castille, and Navarre.  An Asturian knight reconquered 
the northern half of Portugal, establishing a Christian kingdom on the western coast.  Helped by the 
Franks, the northeastern Christian kingdoms of Aragon and Catalan also won their independence.  By 
1468, Portugal was its own nation (becoming one in 1143 A.D.), and there were only two major Spanish 
Christian kingdoms left: Aragon and Castile.
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The country we call Spain was created in 1469 A.D, when King Ferdinand II of Aragon married Queen Isa-
bella I of Castile.  Though their marriage began for political reasons rather than any romantic feelings, the 
couple seems to have been reasonably happy.  They had five children, and Ferdinand arranged to be buried 
next to Isabella (who predeceased him) rather than by his second wife (a French lady—Germaine of Foix). 

Both husband and wife wielded real power because each was a ruler accepted by the people in his or her 
respective countries, and the union of these two smaller kingdoms made it possible to drive the last of the 
Muslims out of Spain in January of 1492, and it created the first unified Spain.  Centuries of warfare were 
finally at an end!  Of course, the new nation was still young and fragile, but now it was unified.

Inquisition

In the days of Ferdinand and Isabella, heretics were believed to be both politically dangerous and an 
affront to God, and some Christian monarchs saw it as their duty to rid the country of heretical influences.  
Therefore, the Spanish crown instituted a sort of official state-approved hunt for human beings—the Span-
ish Inquisition—in 1478.  Its goal was the religious purification of Spain.  Officials of the Inquisition were 
given broad powers to find heretics and would even torture those who were suspected of heresy.

Tomas de Torquemada (1420-1498), for example, was appointed as the first Grand Inquisitor of the Spanish 
Inquisition in 1483.  His mission was to root out heresy and enforce religious orthodoxy in Spain.  Under 
his leadership, the Spanish Inquisition targeted conversos (Jews and Muslims who had converted to Chris-
tianity) suspected of secretly practicing their former faiths.  

After Ferdinand and Isabella drove the Muslims out of Spain in 1492, things got much worse for the Mus-
lims and Jews who were left.  For example, more than 200,000 Jews had been living in the Muslim-con-
trolled areas that had just been added to Spain.  Also, while some Muslims and Spanish Jews (such as 
Azarias Chinillo, Luis de Santángel’s grandfather) chose to be baptized, these were not all truly converso 
(converted) to the new faith.  Some pretended to be Roman Catholics, but they continued to practice their 
own religions in secret.

In 1492, during his tenure as Grand Inquisitor, Torquemada played a key role in the issuance of the 
Alhambra Decree, also known as the Edict of Expulsion.  This decree ordered the expulsion of Jews who 
refused to convert to Christianity from Spain. Thousands of Jews were forced to leave the country, and 
their properties were confiscated.  Sadly, sometimes property-owning men and women were handed over 
to the Inquisition simply so that jealous officials could steal their land.  

This fact calls into question the motives of the monarchs, who were in great need of money after their 
lengthy and costly wars.  Were Ferdinand and Isabella acting more out of greed for the heretics’ property 
and hatred for the Jews and Muslims than from any desire to do right?  Or were they well-intentioned but 
misguided by church leaders such as Tomas de Torquemada, the Grand Inquisitor?  Or was Isabella guided 
by a true desire for Christian purity, but badly and weakly led in merciless directions by the zealotry of 
Torquemada and the greed of Ferdinand?  

These are all questions for historical interpretation—the facts are, simply, that Isabella and Ferdinand 
jointly agreed to enact the Inquisition throughout Spain in 1478, that they appointed Torquemada in 1483, 
that they issued the Alhambra Decree in 1492, and that the last action in particular targeted Muslims and 
Jews, even conversos like Luis de Santángel (d. 1498), who was Ferdinand’s royal accountant.  His grandfa-
ther, Azarias Chinillo, was a Jew who had converted to Roman Catholicism. 
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Luis de Santángel’s family and successors were exempt from the Expulsion of the Jews and the Inquisition 
by the favor of their majesties (as Ferdinand would specifically decree on May 30, 1497).  The fact that Isa-
bella and Ferdinand allowed Luis de Santángel to remain in his position of trust as their financier seems to 
suggest that they did not universally hate and distrust Jews.  On the other hand, it may simply tell us that 
they didn’t mind bending their own rules for a useful servant whose important skills benefited the Crown.

 

Isabella of Aragon was renowned for her deep piety and strong devotion to the Catholic faith, 
which played an important role in her life and had a profound impact on the history of Spain.  
Isabella was a devout Catholic throughout her life.  She believed in the importance of faith, reli-
gious principles, and moral values.  Her commitment to the Catholic Church was unwavering.

Isabella’s support for Christopher Columbus’s voyages was driven partly by her faith.  She be-
lieved that Columbus’s mission to find a westward route to Asia had the potential to spread the 
Christian faith, which is partly why she gave financial and moral support to his endeavors.

Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand II saw the Reconquista, the Christian reconquest of Spain 
from the Moors, as a holy mission to reclaim the Iberian Peninsula for Christianity.  In Isabella’s 
day, heretics were believed to be both politically dangerous and an affront to God.  It is possible 
to see how she supported these beliefs biblically.  For instance, Leviticus 24:13-16 says, 

“Then the Lord said to Moses: ‘Take the blasphemer outside the camp.  All those who heard him are 
to lay their hands on his head, and the entire assembly is to stone him.  Say to the Israelites: ‘If anyone 
curses his God, he will be held responsible; anyone who blasphemes the name of the Lord must be 
put to death.  The entire assembly must stone him.  Whether an alien or native-born, when he blas-
phemes the Name, he must be put to death.’ ”  

However, the New Testament would teach us to love our enemies, do good to those of hostile 
faiths, and win unbelievers through loving words and deeds.  Isabella and Ferdinand do not seem 
to have considered this when they established the Spanish Inquisition in 1478, which aimed to 
maintain religious purity and the strength of the Roman Catholic church in Spain.

Isabella and Ferdinand supported to religious orders, including the Franciscans and Dominicans, 
who helped to convert South Americans to Christianity.  Isabella also started various social and 
economic reforms in her kingdom, often guided by the goals of charity and compassion.  She also 
encouraged charitable activities.

Isabella was also known for her regular prayer, steady attendance of Roman Catholic masses, and 
acts of penance.  She maintained a simple and modest lifestyle consistent with her faith.

Isabella’s piety and devotion to the Catholic faith were woven into her reign and greatly in-
fluenced the course of Spanish history during the late 15th century.  Her commitment to the 
Church, her support for exploration and missionary efforts, and her desire to uphold religious 
orthodoxy, left a lasting legacy in Spain and beyond.
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Muslims had been Spain’s enemies and conquerors for centuries.  The Jews, as I explained in Chapter 9, 
had come under even greater suspicion in Spain because of their practice of Kabbalah (or Cabala), which 
was understood by many Christians as a form of black magic.  Remembering these things, it is a bit easier 
to understand why Isabella and Ferdinand did not want Muslims and Jews to live in Spain.  The attack on 
Muslim and Jewish conversos is harder to explain.  These people were often intelligent and skilled; they 
were doctors, bankers, merchants, and scholars; they even seemed to be practicing Roman Catholicism!  
Why would any rulers want to get rid of them?  

It would be nice to say that Ferdinand and Isabella were unusual in their attitude towards the Jews, but 
sadly, they were not.  At the time of Inquisition, persecution of Jews in his land was Ferdinand’s special 
project, but he was not alone in his hatred of the Jewish people.  That was a common feeling in Europe 
because Jews were hated as “Christ-killers” and had been since the Middle Ages.  In fact, Anti-Semitism 
(“Semite” was another word for Jew) was a feeling that always lurked just beneath the surface of European 
culture—one that famously motivated Adolph Hitler in the twentieth century.        

The long-term effect of ungodly behavior on the part of national leaders is the destruction of their nation 
(Prov. 14:34; Exodus 22:21; 2 Chronicles 24:20; Jeremiah 5:28; and Micah 2:2), and Spain’s treatment of 
the Jewish people can be understood as an example of this.  As Spanish Jews fled from Spain and Portugal, 
those countries lost an enormous amount of human capital—people with brains, skills, and ideas—be-
cause of their leaders’ choice to set up the Inquisition. 

Great Explorers 

Henry the Navigator of Portugal

Prince Henry of Portugal is credited with beginning the Age of Discovery in the early 1400s.  He had 
many possible reasons for such a grand enterprise: honor, fame, the enrichment of his nation, and the 
spread of his faith (if necessary through force and military conquest) were those he shared in common 
with other monarchs and explorers.  

Henry organized and sponsored many voyages of exploration in search of a sea route to the East, though 
he never went on any himself.  His expeditions and ships explored much of the west coast of Africa, but 
Henry’s main objective from the 1430s onwards was the Canary Islands.  The rounding of Cape Bojador in 
1434 A.D. was a breakthrough that gave Henry a popular reputation.

Before Christopher Columbus discovered the New World in 1492 A.D., the Portuguese had led the world 
in voyages of discovery.  They had invented a whole new kind of ship called a caravel (the one I mentioned 
in the introduction), which used a combination of European square sails and the triangular lateen sails 
that Muslims favored to enable them to sail against the wind.  The old square-riggers had to wait until the 
winds were right to go anywhere, but a caravel could tack its way upwind.  

Several other inventions helped Portuguese and other European sailors on their voyages of discovery: 
the compass, astrolabe, quadrant, and sextant.  The compass, as you may know, shows which direction is 
north.  Because they knew exactly where north was, sailors could then sail in any direction in a more or 
less straight line.  The astrolabe, quadrant, and sextant were tools that helped sailors know how far south 
or north they were.  This measurement of north-south is called latitude.  Once they were on the right lati-
tude, it was easy to use a compass to sail east or west until they reached their destination.
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Before Columbus came to Portugal in 1476 to seek money for his famous voyage, the Portuguese had used 
their navigation tools and sturdy little caravals armed with cannons to sail towards the southern tip of Af-
rica.  They were trying to reach Asia, trying to get around the Muslim blockades to India and the Far East, 
the lands of spices . . . and they were going to get there even if they had to sail all the way to the South Pole! 

Bartolomeu Dias

In 1488, a Portuguese expedition led by Bartolomeu Dias sailed around the bottom of Africa.  Dias was 
Portuguese by birth—a sea captain and explorer who hoped to find a sea route to Asia.  In August of 1487, 
Dias sailed his fleet of three ships south from Portugal.  In 1488, a fierce storm blew him off course and 
sent him around the southern tip of Africa, which he named the Cape of Storms as a result.  

Dias didn’t at first realize what an important discovery he had made, but his expedition proved that there 
was indeed a way to sail from Europe to India!  Dias displayed great bravery in venturing much further 
than anyone else, to round the tip of Africa despite uncertainty and fear of the venture.  He wanted to go 
all the way to India but was unable to convince his crew, so eventually the expedition returned home.  

Delighted by Dias’s discovery, John II of Portugal (we are now several generations removed from Prince 
Henry the Navigator of Portugal) renamed the southernmost tip of Africa “The Cape of Good Hope.”  It 
would only be a few years until they were able to sail directly to India and trade for spices there.  

Christopher Columbus

Although Christopher Columbus is now famous for a discovery that dwarfs the exploits of Bartolomeu 
Dias, that first Columbus Day didn’t come easily.  Columbus arrived in the New World nine years after he 
first tried to sell his idea of a westward voyage to the Indies to a king.  He didn’t start with King Ferdinand 
of Spain, either—he started with King John II of Portugal.  

The overthrow of Constantinople in 1453 put the entire region in the hands of the Muslims.  They prompt-
ly barred Christians from overland trade routes along the Silk Road, so the Europeans raced to find a 
water route to the East.  Since the time of Prince Henry the Navigator, European monarchs had sponsored 
significant voyages of discovery.  Portugal, being a small country with a large coastline, was at the fore-
front of that race.   Portugal was therefore a natural place for Columbus to go looking for a sponsor. 

Of course, it was especially convenient for Columbus to seek a commission from the King of Portugal 
because he was living in Portugal at the time!  Though Italian by birth, Columbus had settled in Lisbon in 
1476 after surviving a shipwreck off the coast of Portugal at Cape Saint Vincent.  There, he lived with his 
brother and worked at making maps.  

Many Portuguese sailors were trying to reach the Indies by sailing around Africa (and of course, Dias 
eventually succeeded), but Christopher Columbus believed he could find a short cut to the Indies by 
sailing west across the Atlantic Ocean instead.  According to his calculations, one could sail west from 
Portugal and reach China.  

The Portuguese king’s council rejected this plan.  It wasn’t because they thought the world was flat—they 
didn’t.  Most educated people in Europe all agreed that the world was round.  However, the council 
thought that Columbus’ math was wrong.  They felt sure that the voyage was much longer than Columbus 
thought it was.  They were right, Columbus’ math was way off—by thousands of miles in fact.
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In 1488, after Dias discovered a sea route to India, John II of Portugal was no longer interested in Colum-
bus’s idea of sailing west to get to the east.  Columbus had to look elsewhere for royal support.  He next 
took his plan to the court of Spain, Portugal’s rival.  In 1485, when Columbus arrived, the Spanish mon-
archs were busy fighting Muslims in Southern Spain.  He had to wait six or seven more before they were 
willing to sponsor the voyage.  First, there were delays in seeing the king and queen.  Then, the war with 
the last Muslims in Southern Spain took up all of Ferdinand and Isabella’s attention and money.  

However, as you know, the Muslims were conquered, and the Jews were expelled from Spain, in 1492.  
After their exhaustive and expensive efforts to unify Spain and remove the last of the Muslim invaders, 
Ferdinand and Isabella needed a common enemy or adventure to keep dissatisfied groups in their country 
(particuarly converso Muslims and Jews, but also the restless nobility) quiet.   

Ferdinand, Isabella, and their Council, were not much more impressed by the scheme of Chris-
topher Columbus than the monarch and Council of Portugal had been.  Columbus’s approach 
was nothing like the already-successful methods being used by Portugal.  Why risk money the 
Spanish Crown didn’t really have on a wild idea that might very well not work?

Ironically, it was the Jewish converso, Luis de Santángel, who convinced the Spanish rulers to give 
Columbus a try.  He promised to fund the expedition largely out of his own pocket, and for a spe-
cific reason: he wanted a safe refuge for Jews who were being pushed out of Europe by Ferdinand 
and Isabella’s Alhambra Decree, the “Expulsion of the Jews” proclamation of 1492.  

You will recall that Luis de Santángel held a position of influence and served as the royal ac-
countant and treasurer.  His family and successors were exempt from the Expulsion of the Jews 
and the Inquisition by the favor of their majesties (as that royal 1497 decree stated), but many of 
Santángel’s fellow Jews in Spain were about to lose everything.    

Santángel and other supporters persuaded Queen Isabella to support Columbus’s expedition.  
Santángel offered his own financial resources so that the Queen would not have to pawn her 
crown jewels.  The funds provided by Santángel and others were used to outfit the three ships (the 
Santa Maria, the Pinta, and the Niña) and to secure supplies for the journey.

When Columbus was eventually given the island of Jamaica, many Spanish Jews took refuge 
there and began new lives just as Santángel hoped.  In fact, one historian named Edward Krit-
zler “tells the tale of an unlikely group of swashbuckling Jews who ransacked the high seas in 
the aftermath of the Spanish Inquisition! . . . In ships bearing names such as the Prophet Samuel, 
Queen Esther, and Shield of Abraham, they attacked and plundered the Spanish fleet while form-
ing alliances with other European powers to ensure the safety of Jews living in hiding.”  

Jewish piracy aside, the loss of the Jews didn’t appear to matter much to Spain and Portugal over 
the next century because so much wealth flowed into Spain from the Americas.  However, when 
the treasure galleons stopped coming from the New World, Spain was in trouble.  From about 
1600 A.D. up to the present day, Spain has been a poorer and less influential European country.  
The loss of the Jews and Muslims did not cause this situation, but Spain is certainly poorer for 
lack of the talent, intelligence, and work of the Jewish and Muslim people that it drove away.  
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Besides, since the Portuguese were in control of the route around Africa, Spain needed to find another way 
to sail to India.  Ferdinand worked to convince Isabella that Spain should take a chance on Columbus’s 
plan.  Three months later, Columbus had the approval he needed to sail.  The Spanish crown also made 
him several important promises that were outlined in the Capitulations of Santa Fe, a document signed on 
April 17, 1492.  

The Catholic Monarchs pledged to provide the financial backing needed for the voyage, including ships, 
crew, and supplies.  In addition, however, the Capitulations stated that Columbus was granted the pres-
tigious title of “Admiral of the Ocean Sea,” making him the supreme sea authority for the territories he 
might discover.  Columbus was also promised the governorship of any lands he might discover, with the 
right to appoint judges and officials in those territories.  Furthermore, he would receive a share of ten per-
cent of the profits generated by trade and other activities in the newly discovered lands.  Finally, Columbus 
and his descendants were to be granted noble status, with the ability to pass on this status to their heirs.

It was an offer big enough to tempt most men, and Columbus jumped at it.  The expedition left Spain on 
August 3rd, 1492, searching for a faster route to the spice lands of the Far East.  It reached the New World 
seventy days later.  On October, 12, 1492, he thought he had reached the East Indies.  However, he actually 
had discovered the New World, an unknown continent which other explorers would later reach.

Columbus was dead wrong on his math, but blessed beyond all reason.  All the experts kept insisting that 
the globe was a whole lot bigger than he thought, and they were right.  If the New World hadn’t been here, 
Columbus would have died somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.  He didn’t have enough food 
and water to make the long voyage all the way to China.  He simply couldn’t imagine the vast expanse of 
the Pacific—that nearly half the globe is covered by that one giant blue ocean.

Columbus never admitted his mistakes.  He believed that the Earth was about twenty-five percent smaller 
than it actually is.  His other error was in assuming that the planet was mostly land.  He thought he had 
reached an island off the shores of China when he landed in the Caribbean.  In reality, he wasn’t even 
halfway there! 

Thus, the Spanish victory over the Muslims in January made it possible for Columbus to sail in April.  He 
planted the Spanish flag on the shores of a Caribbean island on October 12, 1492.  For Spain, it was a mo-
mentous year all round!  Columbus’s discoveries had a major effect on Europe by helping to inaugurate the 
Age of Exploration.  

Once Columbus had proved that it was possible to sail west without getting lost at sea or devoured by 
mythic storms, others quickly followed him.  The slow realization that Columbus had discovered whole 
new continents excited people even more.  His discoveries also set Spain on the road to becoming an 
important power due to her overseas empire.  European imperialism would go on to shape much of world 
history.
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For centuries, Americans have viewed Columbus as a hero and celebrated Columbus Day.  In 
recent years, it has become popular to treat Columbus as an evil imperialist who destroyed the 
innocent native peoples.  The truth lies perhaps somewhere in the middle.  Columbus was a very 
real man whose journal reveals a mixture of motives.  

First, Columbus appears to have been a sincere but inconsistent religious man.  On the one hand, 
he seemed to show a genuine concern for God’s glory, believed he was obeying God’s will in 
seeking a new route to the Far East, and expressed a desire to bring Christianity to new shores.  
During difficult times, he relied on God, recording prayers of thanksgiving and praise to God in 
his log, and he had planned to use his profits to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem.  

Second, however, his actions showed that he was also driven by personal ambition, greed for 
wealth, and vainglory (shown in seeking royal titles).  Furthermore, he wanted to extend God’s 
kingdom militarily instead of following the biblical model of lovingly presenting the gospel to the 
lost even at great personal cost.

Columbus’s conduct during his expeditions shows both his strengths and weaknesses as a leader.  
Certainly, he was brave and had great determination.  Even during the most difficult times, he 
never gave up, and he was able to persuade others to follow his dream.  It was his willingness to 
risk everything that set in motion the events that led to the creation of the United States and all 
the other countries in North and South America.  

However, Columbus also displayed a proud inflexibility against which his followers eventually re-
belled. He also resorted to deception, falsifying records to keep his crews from knowing how far 
they had sailed. Though he was a determined leader, he could also be despotic, selfish, and cruel.  
He hurt and even killed people as punishment for failures to find the gold he wanted.  

Columbus openly coveted the title of “Admiral of the Ocean Sea” and wanted to be Viceroy over 
all the new lands.  He also declared the Native Americans “subjects of Spain” and openly allowed 
Spanish settlers to enslave the native peoples. He kidnapped some of the Native Americans him-
self and took them back to Spain as slaves.  He was eventually recalled to Spain for his misrule.  

The evil that occurred in the centuries that followed must be balanced against the good that came 
of it as well.  And it should be remembered that many Native American tribes were full of their 
own share of evil, abomination, and corruption.  No one, no culture, is truly innocent—because 
the hearts of men and women are full of sin apart from the grace of God.  If the New World had 
never been discovered, would the tribes living there have heard about Jesus? 

 

Line of Demarcation

Columbus wasn’t the only one who made a mistake in his calculations.  Pope Alexander VI made a similar 
blunder the next year when he sat down to divide up the New World between Spain and Portugal.  The 
Pope wanted to keep these two Christian nations from fighting over the new territories Columbus had 
discovered, so he drew a line down the map—called the Line of Demarcation—on June 7, 1494, and gave 
Portugal everything east of it while Spain got everything to the west as part of the Treaty of Tordesillas.  
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The problem was, of course, that nobody knew what lands were waiting to be discovered.  As it turned out, 
the Pope’s Line of Demarcation hardly even touched South America.  Spain and Portugal renegotiated the 
line the next year, moving it more than a thousand miles west.  Portugal still only got a little bit of territory 
out of the deal—almost all of South America was on the Spanish side of the line.  Portugal got what is now 
the country of Brazil out of the deal.  In the end, that proved to be very profitable for them.

Vasco da Gama

The Portuguese still didn’t believe that Columbus had found a short-cut to China.  Columbus hadn’t 
brought back any spices, silk, tea, or porcelain, and wasn’t that the whole point of sailing west?  They 
decided to keep sailing east, around Africa, to see if they could find their own water route.  In 1497 A.D., 
King Manuel of Portugal commissioned Vasco da gama to sail all the way to Asia.  

Like Dias, Vasco da Gama was a Portuguese sea captain and explorer.  Da Gama reached Calicut, on the 
southern coast of India and brought back spices to prove he had made it.  Four years later, the Portuguese 
sent a larger fleet of ships that bombarded Calicut, captured it, and set up a permanent Portuguese post.  

Florence At the Time of Columbus

1492 was a big year for the Republic of Florence.  For several years, the Medici family had ruled the town.  
Their leader was Lorenzo the Magnificent, son of Cosimo, who continued his family’s lavish patronage of 
Renaissance arts and ruled Florence in fact, but not in name.  He spent so much impressing his neighbors 
that when he died in 1492, the rest of the family discovered they were out of money.  The family bank had 
to close, and the Medici were suddenly out of power.  In just a few years, Florence was invaded by King 
Charles of France.  

Then Florence was taken over by the reforming monk, Savanarola, who urged the people to burn all their 
worldly amusements in the city square.  They held a “bonfire of the vanities”—playing cards, mirrors, 
cosmetics, pagan books, sculptures, gaming tables, women’s hats, works by immoral poets” and more went 
up in flames.  Three years later, the people of Florence changed their minds and burned Savanarola at the 
stake in the same square.

Leonardo da Vinci  

We don’t have any clear evidence of what Leonardo da Vinci thought about Columbus.  Perhaps he agreed 
with the Portuguese that Columbus was no big deal.  Maybe he was amazed at the reports of the voyage.  
Or perhaps he was more interested in the Savanarola crisis in Florence than some sailor from the rival 
republic of Genoa who was now sailing for Spain. 

Leonardo was not in Florence when Savanarola took over.  He was painting The Last Supper in Milan, 150 
miles away.  If his Mona Lisa is the most famous painting in the world, The Last Supper is easily the most 
famous religious painting.  Leonardo was an absolute master as a painter—but he was also interested in al-
most everything else.  These wide-ranging interests are what make Leonardo a prime example of the ideal 
of the “Renaissance Man”: a man who knew much about many things.  

A Rennaisance man could turn his hand to any field of knowledge and, by giving himself to study, be-
come master of it.  Even today we use the term “Renaissance man” to describe an individual who does 
many different things well, or is knowledgeable in a number of unrelated fields.  Leonardo da Vinci is 
considered the quintessential Renaissance man.  
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Trained as a painter, he created The Last Supper and Mona Lisa.  He also studied astronomy, geology, 
geometry, optics, botany, and anatomy—all fields that required careful, detailed, keen observation of the 
created world and its inhabitants.  He also designed machines and made inventions.  He is widely consid-
ered a true genius: one of the smartest people who ever lived.  A brief timeline of his life shows an aston-
ishing list of accomplishments:

	� 1452 - Birth: Leonardo da Vinci was born on April 15, 1452, as the illegitimate son of Ser Piero, a nota-
ry, and Caterina, a peasant woman, in Vinci, a small town in Tuscany, Italy.

	� 1466 - Apprenticeship: At the age of 14, he became an apprentice in the workshop of the renowned 
artist Andrea del Verrocchio in Florence.

	� 1472 - Guild of Saint Luke: Leonardo became a member of the Guild of Saint Luke, a painters’ guild in 
Florence.

	� c. 1478 - The Baptism of Christ: Leonardo collaborated with Verrocchio on The Baptism of Christ, 
marking one of his early artistic contributions.

	� c. 1478-1482 - Artistic Works: During this period, he created works such as Annunciation and Ginevra 
de’ Benci.

	� 1482 - Move to Milan: Leonardo moved to Milan, where he worked as a painter and engineer for the 
Duke of Milan, Ludovico Sforza.

	� c. 1487 - The Vitruvian Man: He created the iconic drawing The Vitruvian Man, illustrating the pro-
portions of the human body.

	� 1495-1498 - The Last Supper: During this period, Leonardo completed his iconic mural The Last Sup-
per in Milan.

	� 1499-1500 - Engineering Projects: He worked on various engineering projects, including plans for 
canals, fortifications, and war machines, demonstrating his engineering prowess.

	� c. 1503-1506 - Mona Lisa: Leonardo created the world-famous portrait Mona Lisa.

	� 1508 - Move to France: He moved to France and entered the service of King Louis XII.

	� 1516 - Death: Leonardo da Vinci passed away on May 2, 1519, in Amboise, France.   

Da Vinci was, first of all, a painter, and he carried the realism of earlier painters to new heights.  While 
most pictures in the Renaissance were centered on figures, it was Leonardo who added background 
landscapes that were realistic and used perspective to give a feeling of space and depth as well.  Though 
landscapes appeared in earlier art, they lacked depth and perspective, and were unrealistic.  Da Vinci was 
the first artist to use realistic landscapes in his paintings.  

Leonardo developed techniques for creating the illusion of depth and distance in painting, such as atmo-
spheric perspective, which had a profound impact on the art of the Renaissance.  Thus, Leonardo replaced 
the flat backgrounds of the Middle Ages with blue mountains that faded away into the distance.  His Mona 
Lisa is easily the most famous painting in the world, and it is easy to see how da Vinci uses blue color and 
haze in that painting to fool the eye into thinking the background it is far away.  Leonardo invented those 
techniques, and countless others.  
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In addition to his paintings, Leonardo was incredibly inventive. He engineered a system of locks for the 
canals of Milan, designed new machinery for staging plays, and developed weapons for the military.  He 
enjoyed music and studied the human anatomy, making detailed sketches that helped advance knowledge 
of the human body.  He also had ideas ahead of his time, such as helicopters, parachutes, and tanks. 

Leonardo spent most of his life in either Florence or Milan.  He worked in Rome alongside Michelangelo 
and Raphael for three years.  Then, in the last few years of his life—he died when he was 67—Leonardo 
went to France to work for King Francis I.  He had a deep friendship with the king, and according to leg-
end Francis himself held Leonardo in his arms while he was dying.

The ideal Renaissance man was skilled in many fields and accomplished the kind of human achievements 
that humanism celebrated. Leonardo was a universal genius, doing important work in the fields of botany, 
anatomy, astronomy, engineering, and geometry, in addition to his artistic achievements. His great mind 
represents the ideal man that Southern Renaissance thinkers valued. 

Moreover, his ideas—many of which were far ahead of his time— surpassed his predecessors and pointed 
to the future in a way that fits with the idea of human greatness in the Renaissance.  Leonardo’s work is 
characteristic of the Southern Renaissance in both style and content (its focus on humanity).  His inven-
tions and particularly his art had a great influence on the Renaissance.

Da Vinci’s interests were so diverse that he seldom finished what he started, but he left behind notebooks 
with drawings of everything from helicopters to submarines that he wanted to build.  In his earlier years, 
Leonardo da Vinci served dukes; in his last years, he worked at the royal court of France.  Whether he was 
painting or inventing new effects for the French king, he made steady contributions to the study of hu-
manity:   

	� Flying Machine: Leonardo designed various flying machines, including ornithopters (machines with 
flapping wings) and parachute-like devices, demonstrating his early interest in human flight.

	� Anatomical Drawings: Leonardo’s detailed anatomical studies, including drawings of the human body 
and its systems, are considered groundbreaking.  His work greatly contributed to the understanding of 
human anatomy.

	� Helical Air Screw: He designed a precursor to the modern helicopter, the helical air screw, which used 
a spiral blade design for lift.

	� Scientific Observations: He made important observations in diverse scientific fields, such as the flow of 
water, geology, and paleontology.

	� Aerial Perspective: Leonardo developed techniques for creating the illusion of depth and distance in 
painting, such as atmospheric perspective, which had a profound impact on the art of the Renaissance.

	� Solar Power: Leonardo sketched a design for a solar concentrator, a device to harness the power of the 
Sun for heating water.

	� Mechanical Inventions: Leonardo designed various mechanical devices and engineering projects, in-
cluding concepts for bridges (including a self-supporting bridge), locks, waterwheels, and fortifications.  
He also worked on designs for military and defensive systems.  He designed a variety of war machines 
and military equipment, including tanks and machine guns (yes, really).  Leonardo even designed a 
mechanical knight, which was essentially a prototype for early automation, with articulated joints and 
the ability to move its arms and legs.
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	� City Planning: Leonardo contributed ideas for city planning, including the design of ideal cities.  His 
sketches and writings explored concepts like urban development, water management, and transporta-
tion infrastructure.

	� Ornamental Designs: He created designs for various ornamental and decorative projects, including 
costumes and pageants for royal events and parades.

	� Study of Nature: Leonardo’s extensive studies of nature, including animals, plants, and geological 
formations, informed his work and provided valuable insights to the court.  Leonardo also served as a 
mentor and teacher to other artists and students in Francis I’s court.   

Sandro Botticelli

Known as “the little barrel,” as his brother called him, Botticelli was a favorite artist of the wealthy Medici 
family, and as such, a very popular Florentine painter.  He followed a typical pattern of using his patrons’ 
likenesses when painting religious scenes.  This was often a form of flattering the wealthy and powerful 
families.  Botticelli’s famous “Venus” series highlighted the humanist interests of Renaissance artists and 
writers because the subject matter is Greco-Roman mythology.  The series thus reflects the Renaissance 
artists’ love for the classics (Venus was the Roman goddess of love and beauty) and the human form. 

Italian Romance Epics and their Influence

Italian authors had a noteworthy influence on the rest of Europe through the revival of the Italian ro-
mance epic.  Matteo Maria Boiardo (1441-1494), the first of the three great Italian romance writers, was 
born in a northern Italian town called Scandiano just a few years before Leonardo da Vinci. 

Boiardo served as a courtier and diplomat in various Italian courts during his lifetime.  He held positions 
at the court of the Este family, rulers of Ferrara, and also served in the courts of other Italian states.  His 
career allowed him to travel and work in different regions of Italy.  However, he is often associated with the 
Este court in Ferrara, where he composed Orlando Innamorato (Orlando in Love) and much of his literary 
work.

Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato is one of his most famous works; it tells the story of the love affair between 
Orlando (Roland, the same who is the hero of The Song of Roland) and a Muslim princess named Angelica.  
As you can imagine, the romance between the Christian knight and the Islamic lady does not end well. 

Boiardo’s Orlando Innamorato (Orlando in Love, completed in 1495), Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (Orlando 
Enraged, completed in 1532), and Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata (Jerusalem Liberated, completed in 1581) 
set the tone for the Italian romance epics of the Renaissance.  One unique quality of these epics was the 
element of romance that they contained.  

Orlando Innamorato is stolen from Carolingian and Arthurian legends, and Ariosto’s Orlando is the 
highest expression of these themes.  C.S. Lewis describes Ariosto’s work as having, “large comic elements” 
and “sometimes laughing at the marvels and high-flown sentiments of romance, but then at other times 
seriously enjoying these very same things.” 1   

1.  C.S. Lewis, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 131.
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“This blend of parody and true delight,” writes Lewis, “is the secret of the Italian epic.” 1  What is more, 
these “gallant, satiric, chivalrous, farcical, flamboyant” poems did much to create what we now consider 
the “typical” view of the medieval world.  The idea that knights-errant, damsels in distress, and marvel-
ous adventures were the heart of medieval life is a delightful but false picture, based in many ways on the 
Italian epic.

Blank Verse (Versi Sciolti)

Like the sonnet, blank verse sprung out of Renaissance Italy.  Attempting to copy the unrhymed heroic 
verse of ancient Greek and Latin, Italian humanists such as Giovanni Rucellai developed a new line of 
poetry, between nine and eleven syllables long, which they called versi sciolti da rima, “verse free from 
rhyme.”  Some authors used it to translate Latin works, but it became most influential as the meter of 
Italian drama.  

Blank verse is particularly powerful in drama because it is a poetic meter that uniquely imitates the pat-
terns of human speech, which tends to alternate between accented and unaccented syllables, just like the 
iambic meter.  What makes blank verse so powerful is its ability to capture this feeling of the way people 
talk within the structure of a meter.

Conclusion

That’s what life in the Renaissance was like.  It really did seem like everything was happening at once.  
Painters and builders and poets and popes and kings and conquerors and explorers were all at work at the 
same time.  So far in this book, I have been following different threads through the long ages of history, 
and now it seems as if all of them come together at once in one burst.  

1.  C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love; Study in Medieval Tradition (Oxford: The Clardon Press, 1936), 299.
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Chapter 13 | The Southern Renaissance and the Age of Exploration

Introduction  

This is our second chapter studying the fabulous adventures of brave explorers and the third week on the 
Renaissance.  There were so many exciting voyages during this period—let’s see if we can understand how 
important each discovery was in God’s ongoing plan.

That should come as no surprise to us.  If we learned one thing from studying four to five thousand years 
of human history and cultures last year it was this: sin is always there in every branch of the human race.  
The Age of Exploration and the Renaissance were both shot through with sin—conquistadores greedily 
searched for gold in the New World, while Renaissance men proudly strove for glory back in Europe.

Late Southern Renaissance

The heart of the Romans 1 humanist movement involved a delight in rediscovering classical Greco-Roman 
cultures, as well as in studying and imitating their art forms and social structures.  However, and most im-
portantly, these humanists emphasized Greco-Roman wisdom and values—particularly, a love of the forms 
of nature, the bodies of men and women, and the vast potential of human achievement.  These, set almost 
apart from the grace of God, were the driving forces of the Southern Renaissance.

St. Peter’s Basilica

Julius II became pope in 1503, and he was called the “Warrior Pope” because he personally led his troops 
in conquering Perugia and Bologna, cities that had once been part of the Papal States.  As you may recall 
from earlier chapters, church leaders had acted as temporal lords with troops at their command since at 
least the late 11th century A.D.  Although generally prohibited from warlike pursuits, some Church leaders 
did go to war or led in battles as knights.  In fact, sometimes they fought against Christian kings or nobles 
who encroached on their lands or authorities just as they would against foreign invaders!   

When Jesus rebuked his disciple who injured the High Priest’s servant with a sword, cutting 
off his ear, He said, “My kingdom is not of this world.  If my kingdom were of this world, my 
servants would have been fighting.”  The idea of popes leading men into battle for wars of con-
quest to aggrandize their own territorial holdings shows once more how mixing church and state 
(being ruler of the Papal States) was a dangerous idea.  

For a little over four centuries, popes had been increasing their earthly power and wealth.  Per-
haps it no longer seemed strange to some Europeans that he should do so.  Nevertheless, many 
felt that the pope, as the head of the church and its highest official, was supposed to be following 
Jesus’ example by washing the disciples’ feet, being the servant of all, and forgiving his enemies, 
not pitching wars to bring them under his rule by force!     

Julius II, whose name, indeed, seems more fitting for a Roman conqueror than a humble servant of Christ, 
wanted more than just to regain control of the Papal States—he wanted to rebuild Rome, restoring it to 
its ancient glory.  One of the buildings that most needed work was Saint Peter’s Basilica, built above the 
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spot where Peter was crucified upside down.  It was the building where Charlemagne had been crowned in 
800 A.D., but it was falling to pieces by the late 15th century.  Julius set a team to work to make it the most 
magnificent cathedral in the world.

For this project, Julius II gathered together the greatest artists and architects of all Italy.  He commissioned 
Michelangelo to paint the ceiling of his personal chapel—the famous Sistine Chapel—in the Vatican.  Ra-
phael painted the pope’s personal rooms and supervised the construction of Saint Peter’s Basilica.  Work-
men used marble from the ruins of the Coliseum to build the new structure.  Their ancestors had stripped 
those very stones from the Temple in Jerusalem in 72 A.D., when the last Jewish revolt was crushed by 
Rome.

Julius II wanted to restore Rome to its former glory, but his expensive projects were designed to impress 
humans, not God.  This is what we mean by “Romans 1 humanism.”  This kind of humanism starts by 
putting man at the center and moving God backstage, but it doesn’t stay that way.  Once God is displaced 
from His proper position at the center of all things, humans have a way of forgetting Him quickly and 
entirely.

Pope Julius II was accused of all kinds of wickedness during his lifetime and worse after he died.  The 
Dutch humanist Erasmus, for example, was probably the author of a story entitled, Julius Excluded from 
Heaven.  It  begins with the drunken Pope trying to open the gate of heaven with the key to his secret 
money-chest.  All the soldiers who died in his wars are behind him, and Erasmus calls them “a horrifying 
mob of ruffians, reeking of nothing but brothels, booze shops and gunpowder.” 1  

When St. Peter refuses to let him in, Pope Julius threatens him with his army and then with excommuni-
cation.  When Peter confronts him with his sin, Julius insists that the pope has authority to excuse any sin.  
Peter turns him away, but that doesn’t stop Julius.  The story ends with him mustering his army to launch 
an attack on Heaven.  Erasmus wraps up his attack on Julius II with the sweeping condemnation of his 
papacy as “the worst tyranny in the world, the enemy of Christ, the church’s bane.” 2       

Michelangelo

Leonardo may have painted the most famous picture in the world, but his younger neighbor Michelangelo 
Buonarroti rivals him for the title of the ultimate Renaissance man.  Born two years after da Vinci pio-
neered landscape painting, Michelangelo shared several similarities with the older man.  Both were artists 
as well as poets and engineers.  Both men worked in Florence for Lorenzo the Magnificent.  

Leonardo’s strengths were his subdued, unified, and blended colors that melded gracefully into one an-
other.  Michelangelo’s innovative style displayed much brighter, contrasting colors, as well as intensity of 
movement and highly muscular figures.  Leonardo’s major expression of art was painting.  While Michel-
angelo, when forced, proved to be an amazing painter, he always loved sculpture, and thought of himself 
as a sculptor.  

Michelangelo’s paintings and sculptures were highly realistic, especially anatomically.  He painted and 
sculpted realistic-looking muscles, veins, and flesh on his figures.  His painted figures appear almost con-
torted, so much are they straining with motion and effort.  Michelangelo’s best-known works are his Pietà, 
his David, and the ceiling of the pope’s Sistine Chapel in the Vatican.  

1.  Erasmus, The Praise of Folly and Other Writings, 144, quoted in Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling, by Ross King (Penguin 
Books, 2003), 179.
2.  Ibid., 168, quoted in Michelangelo and the Pope’s Ceiling, by Ross King (Penguin Books, 2003), 179.
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The Pietà, sculpted when Michelangelo was only twenty-two years old, shows the Mother Mary holding 
the dead Lord Jesus in her arms.  His David, an eighteen-foot-high sculpture carved from a single block of 
stone, is probably the most famous marble statue in the world.  It exhibits without words the very spirit of 
the Renaissance: the innate beauty of the human form; the eager and youthful spirit of the age, wherein 
men stood upright and unafraid of what was coming at them; and the height of artistry.

Most of Michelangelo’s career was spent either in Florence or Rome, depending on the political situation at 
the time.  For example, he left Florence to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome for Pope Julius II.  
Michelangelo’s frescoes on the Sistine Chapel established him as one of the world’s greatest painters as well, 
though he disliked doing the four-year project and quarreled continuously with Pope Julius II.  The Sistine 
Chapel ceiling includes one of the world’s most recognizable images—God reaching out His hand to touch 
the finger of the newly created Adam.  

Michelangelo was also one of the longest-lived artists of the Renaissance, he died three weeks before his 
eighty-ninth birthday.

Raphael

Raphael was born in 1483 and died in 1520, so he lived only thirty-seven years.  In his short lifetime, how-
ever, he became one of the major artists, the masters of the Renaissance.  He was born in the city of Urbino, 
which had a small but thriving artistic court.  Though orphaned at the age of eleven, Raphael still followed 
in his father’s career as a painter with the help of his uncle and stepmother.  He studied for a while in Flor-
ence and was influenced there by Leonardo’s work.  

Raphael’s main claim to fame comes from his time in Rome, where he worked on several rooms in the Vat-
ican for Pope Julius II.  His most famous work is called the School of Athens, which many feel captured the 
essence of the classical Roman style.  Raphael is known for creating superbly natural and graceful figures, 
and for arranging these in interesting, yet balanced, compositions.  

Many saw in Raphael’s works the arrival of all that earlier Renaissance painters had been striving to 
achieve.  In addition to balance of composition and harmonious colors, he was skillful in other dominant 
features of the High Renaissance that were also associated with humanism; Raphael used perspective and 
realism to achieve a more lifelike style of art in both painting and sculpture.

Machiavelli 

After many years of ruling the Republic of Florence from behind the scenes, the Medici family finally took 
over Florence outright.  Machiavelli had opposed the takeover, so he was imprisoned and tortured by the 
Medicis.  Many men might have resented this, but Machiavelli wrote an entire book—The Prince—and 
dedicated it to his new masters.  He hoped they might give him a job as a political advisor.  

Political theorists, philosophers, historians, and theologians, have been arguing about The Prince ever 
since.  It was, for the time, a shocking book.  For one thing, The Prince ignores God and His laws altogeth-
er.  For another, Machiavelli argues that a monarch can and should do whatever it takes to maintain power.    
(The term “Machiavellian” has come to mean the same thing as the idea that “the end justifies the means.”)  
It is better, Machiavelli wrote, for a ruler to be feared than loved.
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Reviewing the Southern Renaissance

Let me review and summarize the Southern Renaissance for you.  Crusades and exploration brought 
ancient Greco-Roman works back to Italy, and men like Petrarch reintroduced forgotten classical texts.  
There was excitement about classical accomplishments and art and a respect for ancient cultures and phi-
losophers.  Scholarship in the Southern Renaissance predominantly focused on classical works produced 
by ancient Greek and Roman authors. 

Delighted by the achievements and art of the classical world, Southern Renaissance scholars brought to 
light and were deeply influenced by ancient culture and classical philosophers. Greco-Roman philosophies 
and ideas were perhaps so influential in part because the Roman Catholic Church had been weakened 
through corruption, worldliness, and schism. 

During this period, even popes (who were supposed to be celibate) had mistresses and gave important 
church offices to their illegitimate children.  They got drunk, became gluttons, and fought wars of con-
quest.  If that was the “holy father” of the church, what was to be expected but that his faithful Christian 
children would imitate him?  Worldliness continued to permeate the culture and the church.

Christianity had perhaps become more a matter of form and culture than a vibrant way of living, or per-
haps the people of Italy were so deeply jaded with the recent behavior of popes and priests that the Gospel 
seemed tainted.  Lacking the faithful and consistent preaching of the Gospel, and disillusioned by an 
increasingly corrupt Roman Catholic priesthood, Italians perhaps hoped that Greco-Roman philosophers 
(who, after all, had been prized by Christian Europeans for centuries) might offer deeper meaning and the 
opportunity for more glorious living.    

In the Southern Renaissance, therefore, art that glorified human emotions, wisdom, achievements, and 
physical bodies, flourished.  Devout piety, sobriety, modesty, charity, and other Christian virtues seemed 
perhaps almost like things of the past.  

The Age of Exploration Continues

The Age of Exploration is, like so many other periods, rather elastic and disputed as to its beginning and 
ending dates.  Some say it consists of two centuries: 1400 to 1600 A.D.  However, the first really famous 
voyage of the period occurred in 1488.  Since a choice must be made, I will begin with Bartolomeu Dias’s 
voyage to the Cape of Good Hope in 1488 and end with Sir Francis Drake’s triumphal return from the 
(second) circumnavigation of the world in 1580.  

These dates make up just a little less than a century, which I will survey in this chapter, describing key fig-
ures and events of the Age of Exploration.  In the next chapter, I will tell you of the conquistadores (Span-
ish conquerors) and give more detailed accounts of encounters between the Old World and the New.   

Latitude, Longitude, and Portolans

Let me tell you a bit about the tools of the explorer’s trade.  Europeans were able to sail around the world 
because of a number of important inventions.  Some of these were new—others were new uses of older 
methods.  Ptolemy, an ancient Greek, had created maps over a thousand years earlier with gridlines on 
them.  These horizontal and vertical lines are what we call latitude and longitude.  Latitude lines run east-
west, and they measure how far north or south one is.  These could be measured using an astrolabe and 
sextant.  Longitude lines are trickier; they run north south and help show how far east or west one is.
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The tricky part about longitude is that anywhere can be used as a starting point and the distance between 
that starting point and where you were now is best measured by the difference in time.  Without good 
clocks, earlier explorers had to guess about how far they’d come.  They did their best to measure how far 
their ships sailed, but in the middle of the ocean it’s hard to really measure distance since all there is water 
around you.  That’s one reason that maps from the Age of Exploration look so funny to us now.  

With all their mistakes, however, those maps got explorers around the world, and of course the explorers 
themselves added to the maps, which they called “portolans.”  On the portolans, coastlines were marked 
in black ink; important harbors were marked in red.  Portolans had intersecting compass lines that helped 
explorers to locate things. 1  (Later on, lines of longitude and latitude replaced these compass lines.)  

Most often, the explorers would sail north or south using their compass, astrolabe, and sextant, until they 
found the right latitude.  Then they would sail east or west depending on their goal until they reached their 
destination.  Even with this method, they often got lost by hundreds of miles.  Once they found land, they 
had to find landmarks like rivers and mountains that they could recognize, and those would then help 
them to keep going in the right direction to wherever they were going.

Discoveries and Discoverers

Thanks to navigation tools such as these, and also to their longing for the markets of the Far East, Europe-
ans were beginning to circle the globe within thirty years of Columbus’ first voyage.  As you know, King 
Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain sponsored Columbus’ trips to the Caribbean beginning in 1492.  

King Henry VII of England sponsored his own voyage five years later, sending John Cabot to explore 
North America and sail down the coast of what is now Canada in 1497.  As a matter of fact, Cabot became 
the first European to visit the northeast coast of North America.  He mistook Northern Canada for main-
land China, but his exploration laid the grounds for England’s claim to North America.  

Meanwhile, Vasco da Gama, a Portuguese sailor, reached India in 1499.  He had determination, keeping 
his crew going all the way to India, but his diplomatic skills were poor.  Da Gama was willing to use cru-
elty to persuade native peoples to cooperate with him, and he was less than successful in handling Native 
American rulers.  

The Italian explorer, Amerigo Vespucci, reached the shores of Central America that same year.  Vespucci 
was an inquisitive explorer.  Unlike other explorers, he was motivated more by curiosity than by greed for 
treasure. In a later voyage, Vespucci followed the coast of South America far to the south—far enough to 
become convinced that what Columbus had found could not possibly be islands off the coast of China.    

Vespucci sent back colorful letters to people in Europe describing all the wonders of the land he explored, 
eventually concluding that it must be a whole new continent.  In his reports, he was the first person to refer 
to these lands as a “New World,” and the phrase has stuck ever since—as has the name America, which 
first appeared on a German map in 1507.

(The published versions of Vespucci’s letters were arrogant and boasted about Vespucci’s importance.  They 
even contained a falsified date that made it look like he had explored South America first.  This false infor-
mation caused Vespucci’s first name, Amerigo, to be used as a label for the new continents.)

1.  Diane Sansevere Dreher, Explorers Who Got Lost (New York: Angel Entertainment, 1992), p. 42.
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The biggest discovery after Columbus found the New World was made by a Spaniard in 1513.  Vasco 
Nunez de Balboa crossed the narrow isthmus of Panama to become the first white man to reach the 
eastern shore of Pacific Ocean.  Up until then, people still had some hope that Columbus had found a way 
to China.  After Balboa, though, it was obvious that there was still a great deal of ocean between the New 
World and the Indies (the real India, I mean—not the one Columbus thought he discovered).

Ferdinand Magellan was the leader of the first expedition to go all the way around the world, but he never 
made it himself.  He sailed west from Spain with five ships and 240 men in 1519.  Megellan was deter-
mined to realize his dream of reaching the Spice Islands by sailing west, and he also seems to have been 
genuinely interested in offering Christianity to native peoples.

Magellan had a splendid vision, but he also had a serious problem.  What if his crew did not want to sail 
around the world.  Mutiny— the rebellion of a ship’s crew against its captain—was a real danger.  Under 
the law at that time, captains were the sole and ultimate authority on ships.  Those who seized power from 
a captain by force violated the law and usually received the death penalty.  However, in a desperate situa-
tion, mutiny was not out of the question.  

Magellan decided to deceive his men, keeping his plans a secret even from his under-captains.  As it turns 
out, he was right to worry, for the trip was horribly dangerous with the tools and ships available to him at 
that time.  Only three of his ships made it through what has been known ever since as the Strait of Magel-
lan, a passage from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean at the tip of South America.  

Magellan thought that the Pacific Ocean was small and that he could cross it in less than a week.  In fact, 
it took over three months until their ships reached the island of Guam.  From there, the ships discovered 
several more islands and traded with the tribes living there.  Later, Magellan was killed in a battle with a 
native tribe called the Mactan.  Only one ship made it back to Spain—with only eighteen of the men who 
had left Europe three years earlier.  The rest of the ships sank, and the men—222 of them—died.  Explor-
ing the world was dangerous work!  

In the same year in which Magellan began his voyage of circumnavigation, Hernán Cortés visited Central 
America and succeeded in bringing down the Aztec Empire with a handful of men.  I will tell you more 
about his trip in the next chapter, but I mention it here to illustrate the fact that European explorers were 
beginning the process of colonization in South America during the 1520s.   

Meanwhile, North America was explored by sailors of several different nations.  In 1525, the King of 
France sponsored another Italian, Giovanni Verrazano, on a quest to find a passage to China across the 
top of this New World.  An experienced Italian seaman commissioned by the French, Verrazano explored 
the coastline from South Carolina to Canada without finding a passage to China, but he did discover the 
Hudson River, New York Bay, and Cape Cod.  New Yorkers know his name well—the Verrazano Narrows 
Bridge, which connects Staten Island and Brooklyn, is built over the spot where he anchored his ship.  

Unfortunately, Verrazano also captured some of the native people and brought them back to Europe 
for display.  This sort of practice would prove to be a serious mistake because it justly angered the Na-
tive Americans in the area and made them more wary of Europeans.  Later on, Jacques Cartier sailed for 
France in 1534, exploring (and naming) Canada.  

While Spain claimed South and Central America, and France and England explored North America, Por-
tugal was busily sailing the opposite direction.  Remember, the Portuguese were the first great European 
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explorers.  They had gone all the way around the southern tip of Africa before Columbus ever sailed.  The 
Portuguese kept going east, around Africa.  

While Muslims and Hindus fought one another, the Portuguese took the opportunity to establish trading 
posts and colonies on both coasts of Africa, in India, and even in Japan, between 1500 and 1510.  Goa 
(India), Ormuz (modern Iran), Malacca (modern Malaysia), Kochi (India), the Maluku Islands (modern 
Indonesia), Macau (China), and Nagasaki (Japan), were all established as Portuguese ports at this time.

If all these discoveries make your head spin, just think how the Europeans must have felt!  Their horizons 
were expanding so quickly that it must have been quite a struggle for the mapmakers to keep up.  To help 
keep things straight, I will give you a list of the principle discoverers who made these discoveries between 
about 1480 and 1580: 

	� Bartolomeu Dias (1450-1500) sailed for Portugal.  Between 1487 and 1488, Dias led an expedition com-
missioned by King John II of Portugal to find a sea route to India by navigating around the southern tip 
of Africa.  In 1488, he successfully rounded the Cape of Good Hope, becoming the first European to do 
so.  Dias’ journey laid the groundwork for Vasco da Gama’s subsequent voyage to India.

	� Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) sailed for Spain.  Sponsored by Queen Isabella of Spain, Colum-
bus set sail on August 3, 1492, aiming to find a westward route to Asia. On October 12, 1492, he made 
landfall in the Americas, landing on an island in the present-day Bahamas.  This event began the Age of 
Exploration and connected the Old World with the New.  Columbus’s journey opened the door for later 
European exploration and colonization in the Americas.

	� Juan de la Cosa (1450-1510) sailed for Spain.  Between 1493 and 1510, he visited the north coast of 
South America.  He was the cartographer responsible for the famous Mappa Mundi (or chart of the 
world) produced eight years after Columbus’ first voyage.

	� Vasco da Gama (1460-1524) sailed for Portugal.  His most famous trip (1497-1499) took him to India 
via Africa and around the Cape of Storms (later renamed the Cape of Good Hope).  Da Gama success-
fully established Portuguese control of the African passage to India.  (Dias also set out with da Gama 
in 1497 to reach India, but he turned back at the Cape of Good Hope.)  Da Gama successfully reached 
India, arriving in Calicut in 1498, and made it back to Portugal to tell the tale in 1499.  He established a 
Portuguese presence at Kochi in India.

	� John Cabot (1450 - c. 1498) sailed for England.  God gave him an amazing amount of preparation for 
his journeys of exploration.  He had experience in sailing the Mediterranean, including taking co-
mand of his own trading galley.  He gained the patronage of Henry VII, who allowed him to sail in 
eastern, western, and northern seas.  His most famous trip was to North America in 1497.  He was look-
ing for a northwestern passage to the Orient.  He didn’t find one, but his voyage convinced the English 
monarchy that the New World was both real and valuable.

	� Amerigo Vespucci (1454-1512) sailed for Spain and Portugal.  He made several voyages along the east-
ern coast of Central and South America from 1499 to 1500.  He was the first person who considered 
America to be a separate continent.  Due to the maps he created on his voyage to South America, the 
continent still bears his name.

	� Pedro Alvares Cabral (1467-1520) sailed for Portugal.  His most famous trip was to Brazil in 1500, but 
it wasn’t on purpose; Cabral discovered Brazil accidentally when he was blown off course on the way 
to India.  Cabral introduced Portugal to lands they did not know they possessed (according to the Line 
of Demarcation) and brought the land that would become Brazil under Portuguese control.
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	� Sebastian Cabot (1474-1557), John Cabot’s son, sailed for England and Spain.  He led the Company of 
Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of Cathay (China).  As governor of the company, he orga-
nized expeditions in the 1530s in search of a Northeast passage to China.  His voyages took him to 
Newfoundland, possibly reaching the Hudson Bay, and also around the eastern coast of North America, 
between 1508 and 1547.

	� Afonso de Albuquerque (1453-1515) sailed for Portugal.  He served as the second governor of Por-
tuguese India from 1509 to 1515 and captured the strategic ports of Goa (1510) and Malacca (1511), 
solidifying Portuguese influence in the Indian Ocean.  Albuquerque developed a strong Portuguese 
naval presence in the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf, which laid the groundwork for Portuguese 
control in the East Indies.

	� Jorge Álvares (Birth Unknown-1521) sailed for Portugal.  Believed to be the first European to reach 
China by sea, he arrived in Southern China in 1513.  There, he established a Portuguese presence 
on the Pearl River Delta and is associated with the early exploration of the region that would later 
become Macau.  Álvares is known for his interactions with the Ming Dynasty and for contributing to 
early Portuguese contacts with China.

	� Vasco Núñez de Balboa (1475-1519) sailed for Spain.  Between 1500 and 1513, he visited Hispaniola and 
Panama.  Balboa claimed the Pacific Ocean for the Spanish crown and set up the port of Panama.  Lat-
er, Balboa was unjustly executed for treason.

	� Juan Ponce de Leon (1474-1521) sailed for Spain.  Among other activities, he led the first recorded European 
expedition to Florida (1513-1521), hoping to find the mythical (as it turned out) Fountain of Youth.  He 
also colonized what is now Puerto Rico.

	� Ferdinand Magellan (c. 1480-1521) sailed for Spain.  His expedition sailed around the world from 
1519-1522, but he himself died en route in 1521.  (Magellan was Portuguese, but because of the Treaty 
of Tordesillas and the resulting Line of Demarcation, the King of Portugal was unwilling to sponsor 
the voyage Magellan proposed because it was in “Spanish territory.”  Therefore, to take the route he 
wished to take, Magellan had to sail under the Spanish flag.)  His was the first expedition to circum
navigate the globe; he proved that the world is round and can be circumnavigated, and he gave an idea 
of its true size.  Like most explorers, Magellan was eager for personal glory and monetary gain, but he 
was also unusually well-prepared for his expedition’s epic circumnavigation of the globe by earlier ex-
periences, particularly his trips to India, Africa, and the Spice (Maluku) Islands.  He showed physical 
courage and fortitude throughout his career, and an unusual boldness that eventually led to his death.

	� Hernán Cortés (1485-1547) sailed for Spain.  Between 1519 and 1524, he visited Central America, led a 
successful campaign to conquer the Aztec civilization in Mexico, and thus was key to establishing the 
Spanish Empire in the New World.  This was such a risky venture that Cortés famously burned his 
ships to prevent a mutiny and force his followers to go forward rather than immediately sailing home 
again.  (Even so, facing the penalty for mutiny might have seemed preferable to marching into the 
heart of the Aztec Empire!)    

	� Giovanni da Verrazano (1485 - c. 1528), though Italian, sailed for France.  He famously explored the 
American coastline from Florida to Cape Breton in 1524, and also discovered what would become 
New York Harbor.  He was killed by Native Americans on an expedition in the Caribbean.

	� Francisco Pizarro (1471 or possible 1475 to 1541) sailed for Spain.  In 1532, he went to Panama and 
Peru.  Pizarro led the campaign to conquer the Inca civilization.  Described as treacherous and cruel, 
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he massacred the unarmed retinue of the Incan emperor.  He was assassinated on June 26, 1541, 
during the civil war between the Pizarro brothers and the Almagro faction in Peru.

	� Pedro de Alvarado (1485-1541) sailed for Spain.  Between 1519 and 1541, he visited Central America 
and South America.  He began by accompanying Cortez to Central America, but became an explorer 
and conquistador in his own right, conquering hitherto unexplored territories in Central and South 
America.  

	� Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca (1490 to 1557 or 1560) sailed for Spain.  Between 1528 and 1536, he visit-
ed the interior of northern Central America.  After losing his fleet in the Gulf of Mexico, de Vaca was 
sold into slavery and taken to the Western Sea.  He was eventually rescued by a Spanish slaving party.

	� Jacques Cartier (1491-1557) sailed for France.  Between 1534 and 1542, while sailing for France and 
looking for a Northwest passage to China, Cartier discovered and claimed the lands at the mouth of 
the St. Lawrence River that became New France.  He was the first to sail through the Gulf of St. Law-
rence and down the St. Lawrence River.  His explorations were the genesis of French claims in Canada.    
Cartier was prepared for his mission from childhood: his father was a fisherman on the Atlantic, and 
he grew up working on the stormy Atlantic.  Cartier’s discoveries of the lands and waterways of the St. 
Lawrence Seaway became very important to the colonization and development of the interior lands of 
North America.

	� Hernando de Soto (1500-1542) sailed for Spain.  Between 1539 and 1543, he visited Cuba and the in-
terior of the Southeastern United States looking for wealth and an ideal location for a colony.  During 
this epic expedition, he traveled over 4,000 miles and added much to the knowledge of these territories.

	� Francisco de Orellana (1511-1546) sailed for Spain.  In 1540, he went to Peru, Ecuador, and the Am-
azon.  Orellana led the expedition that first explored the course of the Amazon River.  Afterward, he 
was granted the right to colonize the Amazon region, but he died on his journey back to the Amazon.

	� Francisco Vázquez de Coronado (c. 1510-1554) sailed for Spain.  Between 1540 and 1542, he visited the 
interior of what would become the Southwestern United States and led the expedition that discovered 
the Grand Canyon.

	� Francis Xavier (1506-1552) explored for Portugal.  Between 1545 and 1552, he went first to India and 
then to Japan.  He was a Roman Catholic Jesuit missionary who provided the first direct account of 
Japan written by a European.  

	� Francis Drake (c. 1540-1596) sailed for England.  Between 1577 and 1580, his first notable voyage 
explored the Pacific Coastline of North America; his second circumnavigated the world.  Drake is 
remembered more for warring with the Spaniards than for exploring; nevertheless, he did find and 
explore new lands.

Ethnocentrism

If men had no sin natures, it would be a much greater pleasure to tell you about the uses that these Eu-
ropeans made of their navigation tools.  Imagine courageous voyages, wondrous discoveries, and joyful 
encounters, without having to worry about greed, pride, suspicion, or violence!  Unfortunately, men have 
sin natures, and I am sorry to relate that the story of the Age of Exploration has as many dark moments as 
it has bright ones.  Some of these can be attributed to a human vice called “ethnocentrism.”  

205

The Warp Reader: Book Two 

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.



“Ethnocentrism” is a word for a certain perspective.  It consists of viewing one’s own culture as superior to 
others not on a factual basis but simply because they are one’s own.  An ethnocentric attitude, for example, 
might say “my way is right because it is the way of my ancestors and my people” . . . and judge dress, man-
ners, religion, social customs, technology, etc., accordingly.  

It may surprise you a little (as it did me at first) to learn that ethnocentrism is common to all 
mankind.  That sounds like a sweeping generalization, doesn’t it?  However, there hardly seems to 
be a culture in all of human history that has proven exempt from belief in the inherent superior-
ity of its own ethnic group.  For example, ancient Egyptians viewed their civilization as superior, 
referring to their country as the “gift of the Nile” and treating other peoples with contempt.  

Ancient Greeks, likewise, referred to non-Greeks as “barbarians,” considered their own language, 
customs, and way of life superior.  The Romans referred to non-Romans as “provincials” and 
imposed Roman laws and customs on them.  The Ancient Chinese referred to their nation as the 
“Middle Kingdom,” believing their civilization was the center of the world and regarding neigh-
boring cultures as peripheral or less advanced.

In India, the ancient caste system established a hierarchical social structure, with Brahmins 
(priests) at the top.  This system reflected a form of ethnocentrism in which certain ethnic groups 
considered themselves inherently superior to others based on birth.  Even the Persian Empire, 
while known for its tolerance of diverse cultures within its vast territories, still maintained a 
sense of cultural superiority.  Cyrus the Great, for instance, believed in the idea of cultural amal-
gamation but retained Persian cultural dominance.

Nor were the Americas exempt from this trend even in ancient times.  The ancient Maya civili-
zation in Mesoamerica had a hierarchical society where elites considered themselves superior to 
the common people.  Their monumental architecture and complex hieroglyphic writing system 
reinforced their sense of cultural importance.     

  

The peoples of other continents thought the Europeans’ dress, food, and habits strange (even barbaric), and 
vice versa.  Humans of all classes on both sides of the first encounters between the Eastern and Western 
Hemispheres displayed ethnocentricity.  The Europeans, at least, did so in spite of biblical teachings, for 
the Bible teaches that “there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave 
or free, but Christ is all, and is in all” (Colossians 3:11, ESV).  

The message of the Bible transcends all cultures—it does not sanction one culture above all others.  Euro-
pean ethnocentricity was perhaps, to some degree, produced by a lack of biblical literacy and also perhaps 
the legacy of the Crusades, in which military adventures had been understood as a way of obeying God.  
Many Europeans of this time may have sincerely—and wrongly—believed that their cultural, military, or 
individual glory was synonymous with the glory of God.
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Motivations of Those Who Went and Sent

European explorers sadly showed their ethnocentricity when they claimed lands for European nations 
without regard to native cultures that preceded their discoveries.  Often, explorers subdued, conquered, or 
assumed authority over indigenous cultures.  They also often abducted natives of the lands they explored 
for the sole purpose of exhibiting them along with other oddities from foreign lands.

The explorers shared several common motives.  They all had a desire to explore, which one might think of 
as the masculine thirst for adventure and a courageous desire to find out what was “out there.”  (Whatever 
else one might say, they were extraordinarily brave in face of tremendous risks.)  They also wanted person-
al glory, honor, wealth, or titles, a place in history, and perhaps to win honor for a king.  Also common was 
a nationalistic desire to win the race against other European countries for new trading monopolies.

Many monarchs of European countries also shared common motives in sponsoring the expensive and 
risky voyages of exploration.  They knew that great risks sometimes yield great rewards, and the rewards 
dangling in front of them were tantalizing enough to tempt even a crowned head of state.  For one thing, 
there was the possibility of creating an empire.  More land meant more wealth and power.  Even though no 
lasting colonies were established in the new lands before the 1600s, there was always the promise of that 
possibility. 

Even aside from the obvious lure of increased real estate and new resources of gold, etc., there were also 
those free trading routes to consider.  Each nation’s merchants paid taxes to their monarchs for all the 
desirable items they brought back from foreign countries, and those taxes would help fill the national trea-
suries.  Monarchs of this period would hoard wealth to remain financially strong and able to fight wars.

European Atrocities and Bartolomé de las Casas

The arrival of Christopher Columbus in the Caribbean marked the beginning of European colonization in 
the Americas.  Sadly, it also marked the beginning of enslavement, forced labor, and violence against the 
native Taíno people.  The Spanish colonization of Hispaniola resulted in the near-extinction of the Taíno 
population due to violence, forced labor, and diseases brought by the Europeans. 

We know about many of these atrocities because of Bartolomé de las Casas, an early Spanish conqueror 
who eventually changed his mind about the native peoples and dedicated the rest of his life to helping 
them.  Born in Seville, Spain, in 1484, and passing away in Madrid, Spain, on July 18, 1566, de las Casas 
first saw a Taíno man in 1493.  Christopher Columbus brought back seven Taínos to show to Europe, and 
Bartolomé saw one when he was nine years old.  

Pedro de las Casas, Bartolomé’s father, joined Columbus’s second voyage.  In 1502, at the age of eighteen, 
Bartolomé himself went with his father to the Americas and participated in the conquest of Cuba.  He 
acquired all the trappings of a conqueror, being granted land and gold and slaves of his own according 
to the encomienda system that allowed Spanish settlers to displace Native Americans to lands chosen by 
the conquerors.  The land was suppose to remain in the Native Americans’ possession thereafter, but the 
settlers could demand service and tribute (in the form of food, etc.) from the displaced peoples.
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At first, Bartolomé was an active participant and even advocate for the actions of the Spanish settlers.  By 
the age of twenty-two, he had been a part of slave raids and armed violence against the Taíno people, even 
though he later described them as a gentle, lamb-like group of people.  Much later, in 1542, he would write 
about those experiences in his book, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies:

. . . from the very first day they clapped eyes on them [the native peoples] the Spanish fell like ravening 
wolves upon the fold, or like tigers and savage lions who have not eaten meat for days.  The pattern estab-
lished at the outset has remained unchanged to this day, and the Spaniards still do nothing save tear the 
natives to shreds, murder them and inflict upon them untold misery, suffering and distress, tormenting, 
harrying and persecuting them mercilessly. We shall in due course describe some of the many ingenious 
methods of torture they have invented and refined for this purpose, but one can get some idea of the effec-
tiveness of their methods from the figures alone. When the Spanish first journeyed there, the indigenous 
population of the island of Hispaniola stood at some three million; today only two hundred survive. 1

At the time, however, De Las Casas seemed pleased to profit from the destruction and misery wrought by 
his people upon the Native Americans.  With lands and slaves of his own, he returned to Spain to study 
church law in 1506, and by 1507 he was a priest ordained in Rome.  As you shall see, at the time he saw no 
conflict between his role as a man of the church and the role he filled in the New World.   

By 1510, Bartolomé was back in Hispaniola, and a new group of Dominican friars led by Pedro de Córdo-
ba had arrived on the scene.  They were horrified by the Spanish treatment of the native peoples, and they 
acted.  Pedro actually denied slave owners the right to confess sins and receive forgiveness from their priests.   

Then, in 1511, a Spanish missionary named Antonio de Montesinos (1475-1540) delivered a fiery (and 
brave) sermon in Hispaniola (modern-day Dominican Republic and Haiti).  He condemned the Spanish 
colonists for their cruelty.  It is said that he preached,

Tell me by what right of justice do you hold these Indians in such a cruel and horrible servitude? On what 
authority have you waged such detestable wars against these people who dealt quietly and peacefully on 
their own lands? Wars in which you have destroyed such an infinite number of them by homicides and 
slaughters never heard of before. Why do you keep them so oppressed and exhausted, without giving them 
enough to eat or curing them of the sicknesses they incur from the excessive labor you give them, and they 
die, or rather you kill them, in order to extract and acquire gold every day. 2  

This was a bold move, but it didn’t appear to move Bartolomé de las Casas.  He argued back in favor of the 
encomienda system that so horrified the missionaries.  He and the other Spanish settlers (including Diego 
Columbus, son of Christopher Columbus) complained of the Dominicans to the King of Spain, and the 
Dominicans were recalled.  

1.  Bartolomé de las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, translation and notes by Nigel Griffin (Penguin 
Group, London & New York, 1992) 1-2.
2.  Witness: Writing of Bartolome de Las Casas. Edited and translated by George Sanderlin (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993), 
66–67.
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Early Limitations and Transgressions

Although the Spanish king listened to the colonists and recalled the Dominican friars, it would be a great 
mistake to suppose that European rulers were entirely selfish and cared nothing for the cruelties being 
enacted upon native peoples.  On the contrary, in late 1512 (one year after Montesinos’s sermon), King Fer-
dinand II of Spain set forth the Laws of the Indies, also known as the Law of Burgos, for the governance of 
the Spanish colonies in the Americas.  As you can see, many of these laws aimed to protect native peoples:

	� Protection of Native Rights: The laws emphasized the duty of Spanish colonizers to protect the welfare 
and rights of native people.  The native people were recognized as free subjects of the Spanish Crown 
and were not to be enslaved.

	� Religious Conversion: Missionaries were to accompany expeditions to the Americas to ensure the 
conversion of native people to Christianity.  Efforts were to be made to educate the native populations 
in the Christian faith.

	� Limits on Encomienda:  The encomienda system, under which Spanish settlers were granted labor 
and tribute from native communities, was regulated.  The laws sought to limit the abuses within the 
encomienda system to prevent exploitation and mistreatment.

	� Prohibition of Forced Labor: The forced labor of native people was prohibited, and efforts were made 
to prevent excessive demands on their services.

	� Protection of Native Property: Native people were entitled to retain their properties and possessions.  
Their lands were not to be unjustly taken, and efforts were made to define and respect native territories.

	� Administration of Justice: Provisions were made for the establishment of justice and legal systems 
in the colonies.  Spanish officials were required to administer justice fairly and protect the rights of 
native people.

	� Prohibition of Coercion in Conversion: Native people were not to be coerced into conversion to Chris-
tianity. Conversion efforts were to be conducted through peaceful means.

	� Prohibition of the Abuse of Native Women: Special attention was given to protecting the honor and 
well-being of native women from exploitation and abuse.

If followed, the Law of Burgos would have prevented many of the atrocities—widespread murder, theft, en-
slavement, mistreatment, and forced conversion—that modern students of history most associate with the 
Spanish conquerors in the New World.  Sadly, these laws were difficult to implement and enforce across 
the great distances involved at a time when messages, investigations, and trials could take many months 
to be completed.  Men like Diego Columbus and Bartolomé de las Casas were powerful in the New World, 
and their activities were profitable.  For the time being, they ignored Ferdinand II and his Law of Burgos.     

Bartolomé de las Casas and the Defense of Native Americans 

One year later, in 1513, Bartolomé was serving as a chaplain in the entourage of a military expedition.  
Together with other Spaniards, he participated in a massacre of Native American peoples, and witnessed 
cruelties so terrible that they shocked even his hardened senses.  Nevertheless, he was duly rewarded with 
joint ownership of new lands, slaves, and even gold, and divided his next few years between the life of colo-
nial landowner and the life of an ordained Christian priest.
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It seemed that Bartolomé was completely blinded to the humanity of the Native Americans and his own 
cruel indifference.  However, in 1514, as he was preparing a sermon, he studied Ecclesiastes 34:18-22: 

“The Lord is near to the brokenhearted
and saves the crushed in spirit 
Many are the afflictions of the righteous,
but the Lord delivers him out of them all.
He keeps all his bones;
not one of them is broken.
Affliction will slay the wicked,
and those who hate the righteous will be condemned.
The Lord redeems the life of his servants;
none of those who take refuge in him will be condemned.”            

De las Casas was broken by these words.  He saw that the Spanish had been utterly wrong and had done 
a great injustice.  From that time on, Bartolomé dedicated his life to the service of native peoples in South 
America.  He fought for their status as human beings made in the image of God, and he fought for their 
freedom.  He gave up his encomienda lands, freed his slaves, and preached that others should do the same.  

You can imagine how well that went!  Bartolomé soon saw that it was useless to appeal to the colonists; he 
would have to go to Spain.  Pedro de Córdoba, whom Bartolomé had once opposed so bitterly, was now his 
ally, and Antonio de Montesinos actually accompanied Bartolomé to Spain.  They arrived late in 1515.  De 
las Casas went to Charles V, then King of Spain, and began to plead for the native peoples on the basis of 
the law.  He would not cease to advocate for them until his death in 1566.

I wish I could tell you that Bartolomé had fully understood God’s love for all human beings, but he still 
had much  to learn.  In his early writings, he urged that African and white European slaves be used instead 
of Native American slaves.  He thought this would be a more humane practice, partly because he was un-
aware that the Portuguese were carrying out terrible injustices of their own in Africa and elsewhere in the 
name of spreading Christianity.  (Bartolomé later took back his earlier arguments and wrote that slavery of 
either Africans or Native Americans were equally wrong.) 

In 1522, after seven years of advocating for the Native Americans, Bartolomé attempted a new and more 
peaceful form of colonization in South America along the coastline of what would be Venezuela.  It failed. 
Bartolomé became a Dominican friar himself and vanished into Central America for a decade, where he 
served as a missionary to the Maya people and debated with colonial priests about the best ways of of-
fering Christianity to the Native Americans.  (Among other things, he strictly opposed the other priests’ 
common practice of destroying the native peoples’ books and writings.)      

Twenty years passed.  Bartolomé had been back to Spain to gather more missionaries, and he had contin-
ued to argue against the encomienda system before Charles V.  Then, at last, a victory—in 1542, Charles 
V passed the New Laws.  These explicitly forbade slavery, required colonial governors to care for Native 
Americans, and set severe limits on encomienda.  In addition, Bartolomé was appointed the Bishop of Chi-
apas in the New World.  Sadly, this victory also was short-lived.  Spanish colonists fiercely resisted the New 
Laws and Bartolomé’s policies in favor of the Native Americans.  They forced him to return to Spain.

Bartolomé de las Casas spent the rest of his long life serving the Native Americans in the court of Spain.  
He had great influence there over policies being set in place for the New World by the Spanish Crown.  In 
1550, he participated in the famous Valladolid Debate, arguing fiercely against Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, 
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who insisted that the native peoples were less than human and needed Spanish masters to become civi-
lized.  Bartolomé retorted that the Native Americans were fully human, and that there could be no excuse 
for enslaving them.

You may be wondering what could be the point of a story like this.  After all, the Spanish colonists went on 
ignoring the laws and enslaving the Native Americans.  Their lands were stolen; they were subjected to all 
kinds of cruelties; scholars even estimate that as many as ninety percent of them were killed by Europe-
an diseases against which they had no defense.  What was the good of Bartolomé’s efforts, and why am I 
bothering to tell you so much about them?

The point is, first of all, that the story of the Spanish conquest was complicated.  If you have been told that 
no Europeans cared about or tried to help the Native Americans, you should know that this is not true.  A 
significant number of Roman Catholic missionaries tried to defend them.  Also, though their efforts were 
not wildly successful, Bartolomé and Pedro and Antonio did have an effect.  

Whether or not the colonists admitted it, the laws of Spain told the Spanish colonists that the Native Amer-
icans were fully human, and had rights.  The law said that the Native Americans should not be enslaved or 
mistreated.  The law said to the colonists, “What you have done and are doing is wrong, and you know it.”  
Most importantly, the law acknowledged that all humans are made in God’s image.       

Exploration and the Church

Christian missionaries and monks who went with the explorers denounced mistreatment of “Indians” 
(native peoples) by the Europeans.  Men like Bartolomé de las Casas and Antonio de Montesinos (1475-
1540) urged changes.  While las Casas took his complaints all the way to Charles V of Spain, Montesi-
nos preached against the mistreatment of the native population in Hispaniola (modern-day Dominican 
Republic and Haiti).  He even delivered a famous (and brave) sermon in 1511 that condemned the Spanish 
colonists for their cruelty.

Exploration and the Popes

As I described in the last chapter, Pope Alexander VI divided the world politically between Spain and 
Portugal with his Line of Demarcation in 1494.  When the location of the line was disputed over the years, 
it was never with a concern for the natives of the lands in question.  

The assumption was that Europeans should have control, and the goal was to keep peace between Euro-
pean nations by dividing New World opportunities fairly between them.  Disputes dealt only with the 
Europeans’ conflicting desires to colonize, control, or trade in these lands.  Thus, even the popes of the 
era could exhibit both ethnocentricity and an improper expansion of temporal authority in their attitudes 
towards exploration. 

Although the Line of Demarcation was an action meant to keep the peace between European countries 
without any apparent concern for its effects on the peoples of the New World, several popes did express 
strong concern about the mistreatment of native peoples in the New World during the Age of Exploration 
and colonization.  Pope Paul III, in particular, issued influential papal bulls addressing the rights and 
treatment of native peoples.
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For example, in an official bull called “Sublimis Deus” (1537), Pope Paul III condemned the enslavement 
and mistreatment of indigenous peoples in the Americas.  He asserted that they were rational beings 
with souls, and as such, they should not be enslaved or deprived of their property.  The bull declared that 
indigenous people were capable of embracing Christianity and that efforts should be made to evangelize 
and protect them.  Sublimis Deus emphasized the duty of European colonizers to treat native populations 
justly and protect their natural rights as humans made in the image of God.

Later that same year (1537), Paul III issued his “Veritas Ipsa,” a brief reinforcing the principles established 
in the earlier bull and explicitly reiterated that indigenous people were not to be enslaved or mistreated, 
emphasizing their rational nature and capacity for conversion to Christianity.  Unfortunately, the practical 
enforcement of these proclamations was difficult because of the vast distances involved, limited communi-
cation, and the influence of secular authorities in the New World.

I must tell you a bittersweet tale.  The Japanese city of Nagasaki, as I told you, became a Portu-
guese trading post.  There, a Spanish missionary named Francis Xavier (1506-1552) found the 
Japanese remarkably open to Christianity in 1549.  He and another missionary, Father Matteo 
Ricci (1552-1610), brought the gospel to Japan and China, respectively, without committing one 
fatal error of ethnocentrism or combining the gospel with European culture.    

Xavier and Ricci seem to have correctly understood that the gospel is universal: it is not confined 
to a single race, culture, or language.  By respecting the cultures of Japan and China, these men 
were able to spread their faith within the context of Japanese and Chinese culture rather than 
imposing their own culture upon these peoples.  Xavier and Ricci stand in contrast to some other 
European missionaries who, though they appear to have had genuine concern for the souls of 
these nations, assumed that European culture was a necessary corollary of Christianity. 

The new Japanese Christians were joyful believers, who were eager to spread the good news 
across Japan.  The Japanese wanted the Catholic Church to send them a bishop who could ordain 
Japanese believers as priests, but that was more than most Europeans could imagine.  It was all 
well and good to baptize “savages” into the faith, said the Roman Catholic church, but only Euro-
peans could be priests.  In other words, ethnocentric pride struck again.    

The decision not to ordain Japanese priests had a fateful impact—it stifled what had been a vital 
and growing movement in Japan.  As a result, when Christianity was officially banned across Ja-
pan by 1614, and all European missionaries were expelled, the Japanese church was left leaderless.  
One of the few places where Christianity still flourished in Japan was Nagasaki, which was flat-
tened by an atom bomb in 1945.  Today, less than half of a single percent of Japan is Christian.     
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Conclusion

Machiavelli left the Middle Ages, where God and the Church played a central role in the cultural lives of 
many European peoples, far behind.  And why not?  He was writing for a new age.  This was a new world 
with Man at center stage, complete with radical writers, warrior popes, and conquistadores exploring and 
conquering the New World.  The Middle Ages were history—this was the Renaissance!  

Today, in secular schools and colleges, it is common for teachers and students to look closely at the evils of 
the Europeans while playing up the innocence of the poor native cultures they annihilated.  However, one 
man’s side always seems right until we hear the other side’s story.  Historically, the native cultures were no 
more innocent than any other civilization because each civilization is made up of fallen humans.  

You already know from previous chapters in this book that the Teutonic Peoples, the Huns, the Vikings, 
the Celts, the Mongols, the Chinese, the Japanese, and the Indians, each had their own faults and flaws.  In 
the next few chapters, you will see many more.  I must tell you of more human sacrifice, more slavery, and 
more greed in many different cultures.  

How I wish I could tell you that the Age of Exploration was only full of good things, like European Chris-
tians taking the Gospel to a New World that joyfully received it!  Unfortunately, I can’t.  The Age of Explo-
ration is smeared with the blood, greed, misunderstandings, selfishness, and shortsightedness, of both the 
explorers and the native peoples whom they discovered.

Thankfully, human sin is not the whole story.  God was also moving throughout the world, making path-
ways for the good news of the Gospel to reach every tribe and tongue and nation during the Age of Explo-
ration.  For example, remember the Christians in Japan?  Even though that church was mostly crushed, 
each generation since the 1500s has had its share of believers in Japan.      

Remember that in 1491, half the continents of the world—Australia, North America, and South Ameri-
ca—had never heard the Gospel.  Now, despite all the flaws of the messengers who brought them the good 
news, people living in two of those continents now had a chance to accept Jesus.  Today, about eighty per-
cent of South America is at least “culturally” Christian, and about half that number could be considered 
devout Christians.  If we could ask them about it, many might say with Joseph that “what man intended 
for evil, God intended for good.”
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Chapter 14 | Spanish Dominion and the New World: Aztecs and Incas

Introduction

Having taken in the full scope of the Age of Exploration, we will now return to the time right after Colum-
bus’ expeditions, when more Spanish expeditions followed Columbus across the Atlantic.  These men were 
explorers, but they were also soldiers.  Their goal was to find new resources and carve out a new empire for 
Spain.  They didn’t care that the Aztecs and Inkas already called Central and South America home.    

Geography

As we work our way through the history of the world, we get a lot of chances to study geography.  This 
week we’ll touch on Central and South America.  

Central America is the land bridge between Mexico and South America.  The land is rugged—swampy 
lowlands near the coast rise up to steep mountains in the middle.  The high mountains in the tropics can 
be cool even when the sun is straight overhead—which is why people in some parts of Central America 
call their homes the “Land of Eternal Spring.”  

Volcanoes dot this landscape, and earthquakes are common. The jungles are full of exotic creatures: bats, 
monkeys, and jaguars—not to mention spiders, scorpions, and mosquitoes carrying tropical diseases!  
There are also parrots, snakes—some of which are huge—while others are deadly poisonous, and the 
amazingly beautiful Quetzal bird with its red belly, shiny green feathers, and long tail.  In your kitchen 
you might find food from Central America, such as coffee, chocolate, bananas, and spices.  

The western coast of South America is a lot like Central America.  The low land near the coast quickly rises 
up into the Andes, a chain of high mountains that stretches all the way down to the frigid ocean sur-
rounding Antarctica.  There are glaciers in these snow-covered mountains, and llamas graze in the alpine 
meadows.  East of the Andes, the land falls down and down to the vast jungles of the Amazon basin.   

Aztecs

The Aztecs had a huge and complex civilization that centered on a city, Tenochtitlan, which was built on 
an artificial island in Lake Texcoco, in the Valley of Mexico.     

Aztec Society  

There were four classes in Aztec society: nobles, commoners, serfs, slaves.  Land-owning nobles had serfs 
working for them. Free families of commoners owned land and lived in extended family groups called 
calpollis.  They made up the bulk of population and farmed calpolli plots.  Slaves were considered property, 
but their children were born free.  Slaves were bought, captured, or were criminals.  

Husbands supported their families, usually by farming, and wives made clothes and cooked food.  Boys 
were educated by their father until age ten, then put in a school run by calpolli or in temple school (these 
were reserved for the nobility).  Girls were educated at home or perhaps went to a temple school.  Both 
genders married young: boys at age twenty and girls at age sixteen.        
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Homes, Technology, and Food

Aztec homes were usually built of dried-mud adobe bricks.  They were simple structures, built more for 
function than for form, and minimally decorated.  This does not mean the Aztecs lacked aesthetic tastes 
or skills: they were skilled sculptors and quite musical.  They also had a pictographic system of writing 
consisting of pictures that could be combined to represent some sounds.  It wasn’t sufficient to express 
complicated concepts, but it was good enough for keeping records.  

The Aztecs invented the wheel, but only used it on toys.  Without wheeled vehicles or beasts of burden, 
every load had to be carried by human hands.  They had no plows, but they terraced and irrigated.  Az-
tecs also farmed plots of land recovered from the lakes on which their cities were built.  They ingeniously 
reclaimed swamp and lake land, producing fertile silt gardens called chinampas.

In their gardens, the Aztecs raised corn to make thin pancakes called tlaxcalli, which the Spanish re-
named tortillas.  The Aztecs ate these by themselves or wrapped them around other foods as tacos.  They 
hunted for meat (deer, rabbits, birds) and raised dogs and turkeys for food.  Aztec cooking was spicy, using 
lots of chili peppers.  They drank juice of maguey plants and chocolate, but only rich people could afford it; 
they also made an alcoholic beverage called octli.  

Since the Aztecs never invented money, they used cacao beans as one system of payment.  Though they 
had no metalwork (eating utensils, cooking utensils, large machinery, weapons, transportation, etc.) except 
jewelry, they built large stone temples.  Among their achievements are the Calendar Stone sculpture, oral 
literature and poetry, the invention of water filtration systems using porous stones, pictographic writing, 
and a 365-day calendar. 

Government

The Aztec Empire included many cities and towns, but their main capital was Tenochtitlan, which was 
built on a lake.  The emperor of the Aztecs ruled, but he had to consult a council of high ranking officials 
about all important decisions.  Nobles had private land or administered government land.  Government 
officials supervised trading.  The emperor was chosen by the nobility, and the nobility also kept their peo-
ple in subjection by force, for the Aztecs ruled their unified empire with a tight fist.  Their discontented 
subjects and vassal states eagerly joined the Spaniards at the prospect of overthrowing the Aztecs.

Warfare and Military

The Aztecs had military units stationed throughout key points of the empire to keep it secure.  Great 
nobles were commanders and governors.  Many top positions in the military were hereditary, but a man 
could rise through ranks if he performed notable services to the emperor.

The Aztecs were a warlike society who created and maintained their empire through frequent fighting, 
which also allowed them to obtain people for their human sacrifices.  I should note, however, that Aztec 
war clubs were designed to capture, not to kill.  Their goal was to bring back prisoners alive for human 
sacrifice, and this way of fighting may have helped to explain why Europeans, who fought to kill, were able 
to defeat some of them in battle.
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Religion

The Aztecs were polytheists who worshiped hundreds of gods and goddesses of nature.  Creation myths 
often featured gods like Ometeotl (the dual cosmic energy) and the primordial couple, Ometecuhtli and 
Omecihuatl, who were considered the first creators of the gods.  Tlaloc was the god of rain and fertility.  
Quetzalcoatl was the feathered serpent god of creation, the morning star, and the wind.  There were also 
Centeotl (the corn god), Tonatiuh (god of the sun), and Mictlantecuhtli (ruler of the dead).  Huitzilopocht-
li, perhaps the most important god of all, was the special protector of the Aztecs and of Tenochtitlan.  

These gods made up part of a complex cosmology that explained the creation of the world through a series 
of divine cycles and stories.  In addition to war, Huitzilopochtli was the god of the sun’s daily journey, and 
sacrifice.  Tlaloc was essential for agriculture, and his worship involved offerings and ceremonies to ensure 
abundant crops.  Finally, Quetzalcoatl was often depicted as a kind god of knowledge, art, and religion, 
who appeared often in the Aztecs religious stories.

You might assume that, when Cortés and his men arrived in Mexico, it was their shiny metal 
armor, firearms, cannons, and (perhaps most of all) horses that made the Aztecs think they were 
gods.  True, such weaponry, and the sight of mounted soldiers, may have been interpreted by the 
Aztec peoples as divine or otherworldly.  However, the sophisticated Aztecs had a much more 
serious and (for them) worrisome set of reasons for thinking that Cortés might be a god. 

Aztec legend included a prophecy about the return of Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent deity. 
According to this prophecy, Quetzalcoatl would come back from the east.  Cortés and the Span-
ish arrived from the east near the exact spot where Quetzalcoatl was supposed to have departed 
(which they called Veracruz, “the true cross”).  These details aligned with the prophecy.

On top of that, Quetzalcoatl was often depicted as light-skinned and bearded.  Cortés, and the 
Spanish conquistadors had these physical features.  Cortés also seemed to come in peace, yet op-
posed human sacrifice.  Quetzalcoatl, too, was a kindly god who did not like human sacrifice.

Cortés also had with him La Malinche (Doña Marina), a native woman who spoke Nahuatl and 
Maya, as a translator and advisor.  The fact that a native person was aiding the Spanish may have 
seemed consistent with the idea of Quetzalcoatl returning with native allies.

Finally, according to the complex Aztec system of timekeeping, Cortés arrived at a time of great 
significance.  By a one-out-of-fifty-two chance, the year in which the Spanish arrived coincided 
with 1 Reed, the year of the god Quetzalcoatl’s birth.

The Aztec ruler Montezuma II faced political unrest and was uncertain about how to interpret 
the arrival of the Spanish.  Fearing the fulfillment of prophecies, he may have been cautious and 
initially tried to appease Cortés with gifts.  It proved a fatal mistake, but also a deeply ironic one.  

The Aztecs had spent many years trying to predict the future and remain in harmony with their 
demanding gods through complicated mathematics and extreme sacrifices.  Now, their own reli-
gious practices betrayed them, for Cortés seemed to fit their predictions and demanded much of 
them, even as they believed their own gods had always done.   
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The Aztecs developed complicated mathematics and sophisticated astronomy because they thought it 
would help them divine the future.  They also had a complex ceremonial calendar based on a combina-
tion of a 260-day ritual calendar (tonalpohualli) and a 365-day agricultural calendar (xiuhpohualli) on a 
52-year cycle.  Ceremonies were conducted on specific days corresponding to both calendars.  The Aztecs 
celebrated various festivals throughout the year, honoring different gods and aspects of life.  

These festivals involved music, dance, processions, and offerings.  Some major festivals included Toxcatl, 
celebrating Tezcatlipoca, and Panquetzaliztli, honoring Huitzilopochtli.  The most significant ceremonies, 
such as the New Fire Ceremony, involved large-scale sacrifices at the Templo Mayor in the capital city of 
Tenochtitlan, which was the main religious and ceremonial center of the empire.  It was dedicated to both 
Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc, symbolizing the duality of Aztec religious beliefs.  The temple complex fea-
tured two separate shrines for each god, and regular rituals took place there.

Aztecs believed that the ritual of human sacrifice nourished the gods and maintain the balance of the 
universe.  The sun, for example, needed human blood to continue its course across the sky.  Therefore, 
horrible things would happen if human blood ceased to flow plentifully in sacrifice.  As a result, scholars 
estimate that between 20,000 and 250,000 human sacrifices took place across the Aztec empire each year.  
Every Aztec city had temples, and human sacrifices took place in each of them.

The Aztecs believed that whatever happened was fated to be so by the gods, and so they sought good crops 
by means of many ceremonies that were supposed to appease the gods, most famously through human 
sacrifice.  Aztec priests, who were highly influential in their society, slashed open a living victim so they 
could tear the still-beating heart out of his chest.  The Aztecs believed the gods needed human hearts and 
blood to stay strong.  Aztec worshippers partook of the “food of the gods” by ceremonially eating human 
hearts as well.  

The Aztecs sacrificed children to Tlaloc, god of rain and fertility, but most of their victims were prisoners 
of war.  That is why war was a religious duty for the Aztecs.  The ultimate goal for any young man was 
to be a war hero.  Men who took many enemy captives for human sacrifice in battle were rewarded back 
home with property, prestige, and power.       

Aztec Art

Much of Aztec art was deeply rooted in their religious beliefs and cosmology.  Symbols, gods, and stories 
were common, as were pictures of serpents, eagles, jaguars, and masks representing various gods or god-
desses.  Aztec pottery was also characterized by intricate designs and a range of shapes decorating bowls, 
plates, and figurines.  Designs often featured geometric patterns, animals, and mythological symbols in 
both earthy tones and rich colors. 

Aztecs were also renowned for their intricate featherwork, known as amaranth mosaic or “feather mosa-
ics.”  Skilled artisans used brightly colored feathers from tropical birds to create stunning works of art, of-
ten depicting religious or ceremonial scenes.  These featherworks were highly prized and served as luxury 
items.  Moctezuma II, the Aztec emperor, might have been puzzled because the Spaniards preferred gifts 
of gold to gifts of featherwork!

Aztecs also created picture books such as the Codex Mendoza and Codex Borbonicus—illustrated manu-
scripts made of bark paper or deerskin.  These documented religious rituals, historical events, and gene-
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alogies.  Historical accounts also describe the Aztecs as skilled weavers.  Like their books, Aztec textiles 
featured intricate patterns and symbols, and garments were often adorned with featherwork and precious 
stones.  

Aztec goldsmiths created elaborate ornaments, jewelry, and ceremonial objects.  Gold and copper alloys 
were commonly used.  Some artifacts featured complicated filigree work and semiprecious stones.  The 
famous Aztec “Ocelotl-Cuauhxicalli” (jaguar vessel) is a remarkable example of Aztec metalwork.  They 
also made masks for ceremonies and religious rituals.  These masks often represented deities, animals, or 
supernatural beings.  Ritual objects, such as incense burners and ceremonial knives, were crafted with 
artistic precision.

Aztec sculptors created stone monuments and statues representing gods, warriors, and mythological crea-
tures.  The colossal stone sculpture known as the “Coatlicue,” for instance, shows the earth goddess.  Aztec 
artists also made complex sculptures and murals for their buildings. The The Templo Mayor in Tenoch-
titlan featured carved stone reliefs showing gods, mythical creatures, and historical events.  Murals often 
adorned the walls of important buildings in the capital city of the Aztecs, showcasing scenes from Aztec 
life and rituals.

Tenochtitlan might well remind the Europeans of Venice.  In its day, Tenochtitlan was the equal of Venice 
in Italy—perhaps even the superior of Venice, though with extraordinarily different artwork that perhaps 
had more in common with Florence or Rome than with Venice.  You see, art in Florence or Rome was 
more concerned with perspective and precise drawings filled in with color, but art in Venice was more 
concerned with layers of color and had less distinct perfection of drawing. 

Although Aztecs and Romans or Florentines would not have seen eye to eye in matters of realism or per-
spective, they might have appreciated one another’s use of color in precise drawings.  Aztec artists were 
skillful in their use of colors.  They could create vibrant and visually striking palettes using cochineal for 
red, indigo for blue, and so forth.  Like their European counterparts, Aztec artists skillfully applied these 
pigments to pottery, cloth, books, and murals.  Aztec artwork is known for its rich symbolism, vibrant 
colors, and intricate details.

The Aztecs were more like the Romans or Florentines and less like the Venetians in one other way, too.  
One set of scholars has commented that “Renaissance painters of Rome and Florence were concerned with 
telling stories and portraying religious scenes.  The painters of Venice stressed a poetic mood and the 
mystery of nature.” 1  Aztecs, like the artists of Rome and Florence, used art to tell stories and show scenes 
from their religion and history.  They do not seem to have been particularly concerned with poetic moods 
or mysteries of nature.   

1.  Excerpted from a World Book article entitled Painting.  Contributors: Ann Friedman, Ph.D., Education Specialist, J. 
Paul Getty Museum; Elizabeth deS. Swinton, Ph.D., Curator of Asian Art, Worcester Art Museum; Henry M. Sayre, Ph.D., 
Distinguished Professor of Art History, Oregon State University; Joseph F. Lamb, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Art History, 
Ohio University; Marilyn Stokstad, Ph.D.; Judith Harris Murphy, Professor of Art History, University of Kansas; Marjorie 
S. Venit, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Art History and Archaeology, University of Maryland; Michael Plante, Ph.D.; Jessie 
J. Poesch Professor of Art History, Newcomb Art Department, Tulane University; Valerie Lind Hedquist, Ph.D., Assistant 
Professor of Art, Central College, Pella, Iowa; and Vernon Hyde Minor, Ph.D., Associate Professor of Art History and Hu-
manities, University of Colorado.
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The Venetian artist Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), for instance, “used bright colors, applied his paint 
in bold brushstrokes, and made one color seem to blend into another, as in Crowning with 
Thorns.  This style of painting influenced many great artists, including El Greco, Rembrandt, 
and Peter Paul Rubens.” 1  It is interesting to imagine what Titian, who lived from approximately 
1488 or 1490 until 1576, would have made of Aztec art if he could have visited their cities. 

Titian began his artistic training in Venice under the guidance of the mosaic artist Sebastiano 
Zuccato. Later, he studied under the renowned painter Giovanni Bellini and then worked along-
side Giorgione, another influential Venetian artist who died untimely in 1510, leaving Titian a 
leading figure in Venetian art.

Titian became known for his innovative use of color, particularly (like the Aztecs) his mastery 
of rich and vibrant hues.  His bold and expressive application of paint set him apart from his 
contemporaries because he developed techniques such as the “Venetian method,” which involved 
using layers of translucent glazes to achieve luminosity and depth in his paintings.  Imagine what 
the Aztecs would have made of that!

Titian was a popular portraitist, capturing the likenesses of royalty, aristocrats, and members of 
the church.  Titian’s portraits are known for their psychological insight, naturalism, and technical 
brilliance. “Portrait of Pope Paul III” and “Portrait of Charles V with a Dog” are notable exam-
ples.  Paul III and Charles V both issued decrees sympathetic to the Native American peoples—
can you imagine if they had sent Titian to complete a portrait of the Aztec ruler Moctezuma II?

Like the Aztec artists, Titian painted many religious and mythological themes such as his “As-
sumption of the Virgin,” “Pesaro Madonna,” and “Bacchus and Ariadne.”  His religious paintings 
often combined a deep spirituality with a celebration of the human form.  The Aztecs might not 
have known what to make of his celebration of the human form, but they might have enjoyed the 
spirituality of his work!

Titian received numerous official commissions, and in 1533, a little over twenty years after the 
destruction of the Aztec empire, he was appointed the official painter of the Venetian Republic.  
His works adorned various public and religious buildings in Venice.  In fact, one of Titian’s late 
masterpieces is “The Last Supper” (painted in 1563), located at the Convent of San Salvador in 
Venice.  This composition, characterized by dramatic lighting and emotional intensity, showcases 
Titian’s continued innovation late into his career.  

Of course, the Aztecs did not use the realism or perspective so prized by humanists—instead, 
they used “hierarchic” perspective as the ancient Egyptians did.  The size and placement of fig-
ures in their composition were not realistic, but instead were often determined by the importance 
of those figures or their role in a story  Thus, important gods or people might be drawn larger 
than less important figures.  An Aztec conception of The Last Supper would, in all likelihood, 
differ quite a bit from Titian’s composition.

1.  From a World Book article entitled Titian.  Contributor: David Summers, Ph.D., Wm. R. Kenan, Jr., Professor of the 
History of Art, University of Virginia.
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Defeat of the Aztecs

In 1519, the Spanish explorer Hernán Cortés (1485-1547) landed on the coast of Mexico.  He planned to 
conquer the Aztec civilization in Mexico in order to establish the Spanish Empire in the New World.  All 
that stood between him and victory was one of the world’s most fearsome armies, made up of tens of thou-
sands of holy warriors seeking human sacrifices.  Cortés arrived with eleven ships, 100 sailors, 508 soldiers, 
and sixteen horses.  He brought a few small cannons that shot round rocks, plus the normal weapons of 
his day: muskets, crossbows, pikes, and swords.  

The armor and weapons of the conquistadores were made from iron, while the armor and weapons of the 
Aztecs (and, incidentally, the Inkas, about whom I will have more to say in a few minutes) were made from 
wood, stone, obsidian (a sharp but brittle black glassy stone) and leather.  The swords of the Spaniards 
easily cut and pierced through the armor of the natives, while the clubs of the natives just bounced off the 
Spaniards’ armor.   

Still, 500 soldiers, however good their armor and weapons were, couldn’t possibly hope to defeat an empire 
with tens of thousands of warriors.  Also, I must note that these early guns and cannons were not particu-
larly good—it is questionable whether many of the guns could hit the broad side of a barn.  In a real battle, 
Native American warriors armed with arrows and good aim, or even with clubs, could have overwhelmed 
the Spaniards through sheer force of numbers.     

Fortunately for Cortés, the Aztec warriors were probably focused on capturing the Spaniards, rather than 
trying to kill them—at least at first.  Also, the Aztec practice of turning captives into human sacrifices 
had made all the other native peoples hate them.  As Cortés marched west, the oppressed subjects of the 
Aztec Empire rose up to greet their liberators.  That kept the Spaniards from being annihilated on the way 
to Tenochtitlan, but even the help of the native tribes wouldn’t have been enough to save their little army 
from an all-out war in the heart of the Aztec Empire.

I do not mean to say that even their Native Americans allies were entirely comfortable with the Europeans.  
For one thing, they all practiced human sacrifice, and here came the Spanish preaching that they must 
stop such practices at once!  (This would have been unsettling, for, however much the other Native Ameri-
cans might resent the Aztecs for taking so many of their people captive, they would also likely have agreed 
that human sacrifice was necessary.)  

Then, too, the Spaniards’ hairy faces, heavy layered clothing, strange language and food, metal armor and 
weapons, lack of interest in bathing (phew!), and horses (which were the first such animals the Native 
Americans had never seen), would all have seemed strange.  True, the strangers matched the Aztec prophe-
cy and caution was advisable, but were these truly gods?  

As time went on, the Native Americans traveling with Cortés would have noticed two other things.  First, 
though the Spaniards were cautious at first, they soon revealed an obsession with gold that must have 
seemed almost like a deadly illness.  Also, the Spaniards could be as roughly cruel as the Aztecs, who 
would themselves soon be on the receiving end of a ruthless violence at least equal to their own.
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When the Spaniards reached Tenochtitlan, they were astounded at this city on the water.  They compared 
it to Venice in Italy, and no wonder!  Tenochtitlan was a marvel of engineering that rivaled Venice and 
may have had a population that exceeded any city in Europe at the time the Spanish arrived there.  It also 
rivaled or exceeded Spanish cities in its governmental social sophistication, plumbing, innovation, and 
organization.
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Tenochtitlan was literally a floating city.  Extending outward from an island in Lake Texcoco, 
it was connected to the mainland by causeways and canals.  The city had an advanced system of 
aqueducts to supply fresh water to its inhabitants.  The causeways, raised walkways, and roads, 
connected different parts of the city and enabled the movement of people and goods.  The city’s 
layout featured a grid pattern, with canals also serving as both transportation routes and drain-
age systems.

At its height, Tenochtitlan was one of the largest and most populous cities in the world, with esti-
mates suggesting a population of several hundred thousand people.  The city’s infrastructure and 
resources were designed to support this large population.  The Aztecs’ chinampas (artificial is-
lands created by layering mud and vegetation) were floating gardens were used to cultivate crops, 
providing a sustainable food source for the population.  Xochimilco, located near Tenochtitlan, 
featured extensive networks of floating gardens similar to chinampas. 

Tlatelolco, a large marketplace in Tenochtitlan, was one of the most vibrant and bustling market-
places in Mesoamerica.  Traders from various regions brought a diverse array of goods, including 
textiles, pottery, and exotic items like tropical birds and precious stones.  Tenochtitlan was also 
home to the Calmecac, a school for nobles, and the Telpochcalli, a school for commoners.

At the heart of Tenochtitlan stood the Templo Mayor, the massive pyramid dedicated to Huitzilo-
pochtli and Tlaloc.  Its construction involved multiple layers built over time, and it was decorated 
with carved stone reliefs of gods, creatures, and historical events.     

The Aztecs thought this island city would be easy to defend, but the Aztec Emperor, Moctezuma II, did not 
even try to keep the Spaniards out.  Nobody is really certain why.  As I described for you earlier, Aztec leg-
end said the god Quetzalcoatl had sailed across the sea and would return someday.  In 1519, Moctezuma 
may well have thought that Cortés was a god.  All the records of their first encounter make it look that way.

Whatever the reason, Cortés entered the capital city without a fight and then took Moctezuma II prisoner.  
He didn’t kill him, though—for several months, Cortés used the emperor as his puppet.  The next year, the 
Aztecs rebelled and drove the Spaniards out of Tenochtitlan.  Moctezuma was wounded in the battle and 
soon died.  Cortés had to retreat, but he later reorganized his troops and laid siege to the island city.  

That was when the Aztecs began to realize the power of the Europeans—the city that seemed invulner-
able crumbled beneath the bombardment of cannons.  Montezuma’s heir surrendered to Cortés in 1521.    
Cortés now ruled the Aztec Empire—and what an empire it was!  Wealth beyond the dreams of the greedi-
est of men began to flow back to Spain.  The Spanish defeated, dominated, and destroyed Aztec civilization 
from then on.  

Other Spaniards dreamed of finding golden cities of their own.  Ten years later, another conquistador, 
Francisco Pizarro, did just that.  With an army only one third as big as that of Cortés, Pizarro conquered 
an empire that was larger, richer, and more advanced than the Aztecs.  He took over the South American 
empire of the Inkas.
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Inkan Empire

The Inkas (they spell their name with a “k”, whereas we English-speakers often spell it “Incas” with a “c”) 
were a remarkable people.  The Inca Empire stretched more than 2,500 miles along the coast of South 
America.  It was big, but not particularly ancient—the Inka Empire began to expand around 1438 and was 
conquered by the Spanish less than 100 years later, in 1532.  

The Inka Empire began to grow in 1438, when Emperor Pachacuti put down an invasion by a neighboring 
tribe.  That seemingly minor conflict began a series of actions that extended the realm from what is now 
Columbia down into Argentina.  Some of these were armed conflicts, but others were gradual economic 
conquests that involved relatively little overt show of force.  

Each time the Inka (“Inka” was a title, but could be incorporated into a ruler’s name as well) conquered 
a people, he left the old rulers in charge as long as they submitted to Inkan rule.  These subjugated rulers 
were rewarded and made honorary Inkas.  Their peoples tended to be much more loyal as a result.  (The 
Romans used some similar techniques to build their empire.)  

Life in the Inkan Empire

Emperors, who ruled from the city of Cusco (also spelled Cuzco) in Central Peru, governed according to 
a complex political system that balanced power between central and local governments.  (In fact, Inkas 
practiced a form of socialism long before Marx invented the idea, controlling all trade and dividing crops 
among three groups: local, state, and state religious activities.  All commoners paid work taxes in labor.)

The Inkan people were grouped in ayllus or extended families based on kinship and land ownership.  They 
held land in common which was apportioned by need at the command of the government.  Nobles owned 
spacious, richly decorated stone palaces, and commoners owned smaller mud-thatched homes.  Social 
rank, which was determined by birth, dictated roles for life.  

They had some polygamy, and marriage was within social rank only.  For example, The Inka emperors 
were believed to be divine, and they married their sisters in an effort to keep their line pure.  There were 
no schools, but children learned from parents.  Boys became men at fourteen and married a little later.  
Inkan women were occupied with family weaving, often alpaca or llama wool.        

The Inka ruled over what might be described as a “vertical economy” consisting of many pockets.  Differ-
ent crops could be grown at different elevations or in different regions of this long, skinny, high-rising em-
pire.  Main crops were: corn, cotton, potatoes, oca, and quinoa (grain).  They also ate freeze-dried potatoes 
called chuno and drank corn-based beer called chicha.    

The Inkan Empire was an agricultural society, and they farmed the mountainsides and deserts of their 
empire with an ingenuity similar to that of the Aztecs.  They were skilled engineers and craftsmen who 
built lasting stone bridges, causeways, and stairways without wheels, plows, or metal tools.  Their roads 
linked the distant ends of the empire.  Many parts of these roads consisted of well-joined stone steps that 
llamas, as the local beast of burden, could climb.  Commoners climbed too, but the nobility had litters.  

The buildings of the Inkas were huge and skillfully constructed stones fitted without cement.  Some of 
them stand to this day despite the frequent earthquakes in the region.  Inkas also irrigated dry coastal 
lands and terraced steep mountain hillsides to reduce erosion and provide irrigation for farming.  They 
even built suspension bridges over rivers.  
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Given the length and varying heights of the Inkan empire, you will not be surprised to hear that the Inkas 
wore regional clothing.  In the highlands, they wore wool of alpacas or llamas; on the coast, they wore 
cotton.  Men might wear as little as loincloths, and women wore long dresses.  They wove fine cotton and 
woolen cloth, some with elaborate geometric designs.  The nobility wore such fine cloth and also gold and 
silver jewelry.  Gold and silver were also used in some craftsmanship of other kinds.    

The Inkas preferred fibers to metals for many things.  They never invented money, but they made beautiful 
jewelry out of metal.  Instead of money, they used valuable items like cloth as a system of exchange.  They 
never developed writing, yet they used smoke signals to communicate over long distances. They used 
knotted cords to keep track of things—different colors meant different items, and the size and placement 
of knots indicated different quantities.

Inkan Religion

The Inka religion was polytheistic.  Like most polytheistic worldviews, it involved the worship of many 
gods and goddesses of nature, heavenly bodies, and harvest cycles.  For instance, Inti was the principal god 
in the Inka pantheon.  He represented the sun.  The Inka emperor, or Sapa Inka, was considered the “Son 
of the Sun,” emphasizing the divine connection between the ruler and the sun god.  Inti was honored with 
grand ceremonies, including the Inti Raymi festival, which celebrated the winter solstice and the sun’s 
rebirth.

Inkans also worshipped Viracocha and Pachamama.  Viracocha was a universal creator god whom they 
believed to be the origin of all things.  Viracocha was considered the ultimate source of life and the creator 
of the Inka civilization.  Pachamama, the Earth Mother, was a fertility goddess of farming and fertility.  

Although they did not practice ritual cannibalism, as the Aztecs did, and although they did not sacrifice 
nearly so many victims as the Aztecs, the Inkas were known to conduct child sacrifices, often involving 
the ritual sacrifice and burial of children along with various offerings at high-altitude locations like moun-
tain summits (known as capacocha).  These were called Capacocha ceremonies.  

As among the Aztecs, human sacrifices in the Inkan Empire were part of larger ceremonial events that in-
volved elaborate offerings such as textiles, pottery, food, and other valuables.  These offerings were consid-
ered necessary for maintaining harmony with the divine and ensuring the well-being of the empire.  Also, 
scholars speculate that capacocha sacrifices could have been a way of asserting control over distant regions 
in the empire and reinforcing imperial authority through the offering of elite children.  To the Inkas, 
human sacrifice was an honor to the victim; they did not use captives for this ceremony.  Priests played a 
major role.

Inkans held many places and things sacred: mummies, temples, historic places, springs, stones, etc.  They 
relied heavily on divination for all decisions.  In fact, daily divination performed by priest, determined all 
decisions in Inkan society, no matter how minor.  The Inkas had household idols and frequent religious 
ceremonies besides those involving human sacrifice.  

Spain and the Inkans

When Emperor Huayna Capac died about 1527, his two sons fought for the throne.  Huascar was the 
official heir to the empire, but his brother Atahualpa had his own army because he happened to be with it 
when Huayna Capac died.  After five years of civil war, Atahualpa’s army defeated Huascar in 1532.  That 
same year, the Spanish explorer Francisco Pizarro met Atahualpa in Peru.
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Pizarro had 167 men with him, but they had horses and were armed with the latest European weapons.  
The Spaniards invited Emperor Atahualpa to visit their camp.  Atahualpa knew about the Spanish con-
quest of the Aztecs, ten years earlier, but he told the Spanish he was not a coward like Montezuma.  He 
came to see the Spaniards on their own ground.

Pizarro concealed his pitiful forces from his Inka visitors.  They were hidden in a ring around what ap-
peared to be an empty town square.  When the emperor arrived there, a Catholic priest gave him a Bible 
and, through a translator, told him it was God’s word.  Emperor Atahualpa allegedly held the Bible close to 
his ear and said, “Why doesn’t it speak to me?”  Then he threw it to the ground.

The Spaniards attacked and overwhelmed 4,000 Inka warriors.  They captured Atahualpa and held him for 
ransom.  The emperor paid the ransom—one room filled with gold and two rooms full of silver.  However, 
the Spaniards killed him anyway, leaving the Inka Empire without a head.  All the complex machinery of 
Inka government ground to a halt without an emperor.  Pizarro moved into the vacuum and took over the 
empire.  The Inkans never recovered their sovereignty.

The Silver Trade

As the Spanish explored their new South American possessions, they discovered massive deposits of silver 
in Spanish America, most notably in Potosí (modern-day Bolivia) and Mexico.  Since silver was almost the 
only commodity that interested Chinese merchants in the idea of trade with Europeans, American silver 
became the solution to Spain’s long-standing desire to do business with the East. 

Through its monopoly on American colonies, Spain controlled the majority of this silver production.  
Beginning in 1565 (and lasting all the way up to 1815), Spain established the Manila Galleon trade route, 
connecting Acapulco in Mexico with Manila in the Philippines.  The galleons carried American silver 
across the Pacific to trade for Chinese goods such as silk, porcelain, and tea.  The Spanish silver dollar, also 
known as the “piece of eight,” became a widely accepted currency in international trade.  Its standardized 
weight and quality made it a preferred form of silver for transactions.

Conclusion 

For all that they created great cities, beautiful works of art, and made interesting discoveries, the Aztec 
and Inka peoples who once lived in Central and South America also did things that God calls abomina-
tions.  They murdered and enslaved their neighbors.  They sacrificed living human beings made in the im-
age of God, including children, to their idols.  Many people today have chosen to forget their wickedness 
and instead see them only as victims, but that is an oversimplified picture.

If I were to compare the Spanish persecution of Jews, their Inquisition practices, and the ambitious de-
sire to rule natives of other lands, with the Aztec practices of human sacrifice and the enslaving of their 
neighbors, you might conclude that the Spanish and the Aztecs were not very far apart in their respective 
degrees of cruelty.

Despite their knowledge of the Bible, Spaniards of the Age of Exploration were also similar to the Aztecs 
in their obsession with empire-building.  The Aztecs had gained their empire by force and deception, over-
powering other natives and exploiting and enslaving their subject peoples.  The Spaniards did the same to 
the Aztecs.  The Spaniards knew the religion of the one true God, and yet they badly misrepresented His 
character, believing that they could extend His kingdom by force. 
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Aztec and Inka treasures provided enough wealth to make Spain the greatest power of Europe—and the 
world—for a little while.  Spain dominated world affairs from 1521, when Cortés took Tenochtitlan, until 
1588, when the Spanish Armada failed to take over England.  But what kind of greatness can really be built 
from the ability to steal, to kill, and to destroy?  Conquest on its own creates nothing of any lasting value.

We have seen this pattern before, and we’ll see it again.  In Old Testament times, one empire succeeded 
another with monotonous regularity.  During the Middle Ages, the Mongols conquered the largest land 
empire of all times, then vanished away with hardly a trace.  Similarly, the Spanish conquistadores accom-
plished God’s purposes in their time—and then passed on, leaving little behind them but ruins.  

The Bible says that those who live by the sword will die by the sword, and that often seems to be true for 
cultures as well.  The prophets contain many references to God raising up one or another sinful nation as 
His “rod of judgment” on His people.  Later, when the judgment was complete, He would often break His 

“rod.”  (See Isaiah 10:5-34 and Zechariah 10:11 for instance).  God may have used the Spaniards to end the 
wicked practices of the Aztecs and Incas, but He also judged Spain for its acts of wickedness.  

In the case of the Aztecs, it seems reasonable to suppose that if God would judge His own chosen people 
by means of the nations of Assyria and Babylonia, He might use the Spaniards to judge the Aztecs, and 
then judge the Spaniards in turn.  The historical record can, in fact, be interpreted this way.  Since the 1600s, 
the Spaniards and their South American colonies have never had a major role on the world stage.  When 
Spain’s Armada was crushed in 1588, their decline began.  

Let me broaden the picture, now, to include all men in the Age of Exploration.  They discovered continents, 
endured hardships, founded colonies, and conquered nations.  The results of these efforts were long-lasting.  
Brought into contact with new people and lands, European culture was changed.  New foods and goods 
entered European markets, and new ideas began to influence European thought.  Despite mixed motives, 
the gospel spread, too, as Europeans brought the faith to the New World.

If European culture was affected, however, it would be accurate to say that native cultures were radically 
uprooted.  Many were destroyed. Others were transformed by the introduction of European inventions 
and lifestyles.  Ethnic slavery came on the scene in a new way as Europeans came into contact with Native 
Americans.      

Though these sins were terrible, there are still important lessons to be learned from studying this sad 
thread of human history.  The story of world exploration is also important to understand because it is a 
precursor of much that I have to tell you in the unfolding story of history.  For example, yes, one immedi-
ate result was that Spain became a world power, and England and France would soon follow suit.  

In the long term, however, European nations established colonies around the world, particularly in North 
and South America.  These colonies—including those that would become the United States of Ameri-
ca—were important in European history and would eventually be world-shaping in their own right.  They 
would influence each other, learn from each other, and grow up into the Gospel together.

The story isn’t over yet.  We won’t see the reason for all the dark threads in the tapestry until Heaven, but 
that is no reason to ignore the many bright threads that we can see already tangled with them.  Take heart.
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