The Empire of the Future and the Chosen People: Father
Anténio Vieira and the Prophetic Tradition in the
Hispanic World
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O milenarismo profético de Vieira tem sido abordado come fazendo parte da tradigio
profética portuguesa, especialmente no que se refere ao seu viés sebastianista, mas o préprio
Vieira percebeu que, na Europa e particularmente na Peninsula Ibérice, havia um discurso
popular profético mais amplo que contextualizava seu pensamento. As ideas de Joaquim de
Fiore e o vocabulario apocaliptico judaico-cristdio forneciam um instrumental para o discurso
politico que era amplamente conhecido. Vieira, como outros tedricos , usuava o “milagre de
Ourique” para sacralizar a historia. Em momentos de dificuldades politicas, como aquelas
relativas & Unido Tbérica (1580-1640), com a dominag3o € posterior separagio da Espanha,
Vieira voltava-se para as tradigbes proféticas com vistas ndo s6 a defender a sobrevivéncia
politica do pais mas também a projetar um papel milenarista para Portugal em uma nova era.
Ele nacionalizou a “Cidade dé Deus™ a complexa ligagio entre os argumentos acerca da
Razdo de Estado e wma convicgdo religiosa profunda tornaram Vieira a sintese do pensamento
barroco.

Peoples create their mythical narratives to justify their actions, understand their present, to
legitimate or resist power, and also to avoid political suicide. In this last case is found the
rhetoric of hope, those theoretical illusions that act like an artificial lung for a dying man. In this
sense, even non+heroic elements of history can be interpreted honorably, and if one has an
optimistic conception of history, they can even be seen as leading to a glorious future. But we
might ask: Can reality be based on a dream? Do historical conditions exist that promote
collective chimeras? What function do they perform?

In this essay, I propose to examine one of the outstanding voices of seventeenth-century
Portugal by concentrating on the millenniai-theoretical edifice constructed by Father Anténio
Vieira in his Esperancas de Portugal e Quinto Império do Mundo (1659) and in the Livro
anteprimeiro da Historia do Futuro (1662-63). I hope to place the figure of Vieira not only
within the political circumstances of his times, but also within both the Portuguese as well as a
general European prophetic tradition.’

The nmultifaceted figure of Anténio Vieira has been studied as a statesman and as a
churchman, but to fully understand his actions and thought as a diplomat and political
counselor, it is necessary to examine his religious convictions, especially his messianic and
millenarian ideas. That is the principal objective of this essay. Moreover, [ wish to emphasize
that the prophetic discourse of Vieira has usually been studied within the context of the
Poriuguese mational prophetic tradition that at times had projected the very foundation of
Portugal as a divine act and its inhabitants as a chosen people, but as Vieira himselfrecognized,
he also belonged to, and drew inspiration from a more general European, and particularly
Iberian, current of prophetic thought.

Jewish, Islamic and Christian culture all shared a messianic vision of history. They all
understood that evil and pain were not eternal and that a future of abundance and goodness lay
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Jjust beyond the horizon of the followers of their faith. The materialization of this golden age
would be brought about or mediated by a savior, the Messiah or the Mahdi who would initiate
the process of social cleansing necessary for the coming of the new age. Human history is only
a manifestation of providential will in which real events assume a transcendental significance
beyond the events themselves. Nevertheless, the intellectual coordination between history and
divine plan is a strictly human exercise of exegesis. The prophet or seer, nevertheless, will
always present himself as a simple messenger of the enigmas of the future, and among them, the
chimera of the golden age.

The fantasy of the Golden Age has initiated the action of many men and women unhappy
with their historical present. The force of this idea rests on its power to stimulate the imagining
of another world and to give coherence to an alternative program that can count on supernatural
guarantees. We know the cultural importance of millenarian writings thanks to the existence of
an extensive prophetic literature. That literature has moved some scholars to study millenarian
discourse in isolation as merely rhetoric of persuasion,’ For researchers like Bruce Barnes,
however, the linguistic form is only a reflection of a type of “premodern” thought that seeks to
understand social and political changes and integrate them into a transcendental system of
meanings.*

Students of millenarianism seem to agree that economic, social, political, spiritual or
natural causes tend to intensify this type of thought, especially in periods of rapid or abrupt
change like invasions, natural disasters, or the loss of political power, when the ties of social
solidarity are weakened.’ In millenarian thinking, calamity is a symptom of supernatural anger
for which a scapegoat must be found in the immanent plot of history. The result of such thought
is an arsenal of prophetic narratives that seem to follow a particular pattern.

Take for example the transformation of the Sibylline Prophecies. Hellenized Jews took
from the classical world the literary convention of the sibylline oracles, cleaned away their
associations with pagan idolatry, and placed them within a monotheistic context. The use of the
Greek format served the Jewish interest to express their political sentiments by means of a
culturally acceptable vehicle.® Although there is no systematic study or collection of these
writings, the presence of the sibylline verses abound in prophetic literature, like this one, for
example:

Después de mil danzas,

Juntos los pastores, Daran al lugar,
al que fue dormindo;

Vera-se el mundo en paz, muy unido;
Y Ia Cruz muy alta cercada de flores.”

In the Histéria do Futuro, Vieira makes a direct allusion to this genre of writing in order to
emphasize that the world has never lacked for prophecies that might have been clarified but that
the gentiles without divine inspiration lacked the ability to interpret them.®

The European Middle Ages and Renaissance witnessed a veritable irruption of messianic
utopias. The insecurity of the medieval world, battered by plagues, the vagaries of agricultural
production, the rise in prices of essential commodities, and, because of all this, a rise in social
tensions, created conditions that fertilized the ground for a literature of discontent. Christianity
recognized the explosive potential of these sentiments, but once it was established as the official
religion under Constantine, it began to look with antipathy at the proliferation of millenarian
prophecies. The Fathers of the Church helped to define this ideological turnabout, exhorting
believers to make an anagogetical reading of the Bible. The Book of Revelation was in this way
converted into a spiritual allegory.’®
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in the twelfth century, in the heat of the Gregorian reform, new shoots of heterodoxy
appeared in Europe. Many of the protagonists of these movements sought new forms of the
apostolic life. They reacted especially against a Papacy that in its desire to extend the imperial
reach of Christianity had become overly involved in secular matters. The concept of the Pope as
the Vicar of Christ, and, therefore, the only source of absolute law and of civil authority was the
cuimination of this hegemonic desire. Political Augustinianism was its theoretic basis: the City
of God became one with the Roman Church. The political result of this situation was the
creation in Italy of two parties or factions—the Guelphs, the simple instrument of Papal politics
and the Ghibellines, organized to support the cause of the Emperor.'®

It was within this conjuncture of factions and the spirit of reform that the figure of Joachim
de Fiore challenged the static conception of history that had emerged in the Church. Fiore
(€.1135-1202) was a Calabrian monk who joined the Cistercian order and eventually founded
one ‘of his own. He dedicated much of his time to biblical exegesis and within his lifetime
earned a reputation as a prophet. For him, history followed a road upward toward a third and
final epoch, that of the Holy Spirit, an age that would be characterized by peace and by an
authentic spirituality. He believed that the Church of God could be perfected if it changed its
materialistic course and if it destroyed the property on which the Church’s power rested.
Joachim de Fiore, whom Vieira considered an illumined prophet, was a moral reformer who
believed in a type of gnoseology of grace: Christ administered revelation to the viri spirituales
of furtive matters, the events of the final days.!’ This powerfull theology of history invigorated
miilenarian expectations. The reformist branch of the Franciscan order, the spiritual
Franciscans, spread these ideas, recognizing in them a way to express their ideal of extreme
poverty in open opposition to the lifestyle of the ecclesiastical hierarchy.'* In this political and
ideological confrontation, we can discern some of the origins of the schism of the Reformation.

Life’s vulnerability during the Medieval and Renaissance periods in Europe thus favored
the reception of Joachim de Fiore and his followers. An impressive collection of prophecies
accurnulated promising the arrival of a new historical age headed by an “angelic Pope”
{Joachimite tradition) or by an emperor {Sibyiline tradition). Various European kingdoms
clamed the temporal position, disputing which one would fill the role of spiritual liberator of the
world. Spain was among them. A strong current of millenarian thought developed in the context
of the Reconquest and the expansion to the Americas.'® In this contest for power, Portugal was
no exception. Its overseas maritime and military successes stimulated a sense of greamess and
destiny. Echoes of these ideas can be seen in some of the official chroniclers like Zurara and
Jo#io de Barros whose pens celebrated and sponsored the voyages.™

The Judeo-Christian tradition thus provided a narrative repertoire, 2 millennial and
apocalyptic discourse that, given its wide oral and written circulation, was converted into a tool
of political analysis as well as a way to represent the present. The process of exegesis took the
history of events and integrated it into a transcendental schema of meanings, which the Bible
provided. This was not simply a rhetorical device; for many people, and Vieira among them, it
was a profound conviction and a way to understand the world.

The malleable and dynamic character of millenarian prophecy opened a space for action
and legitimation for whole groups or for individuals with particular agendas, and this assured
the migratory capacity of this ideology to spread across Europe and to the Americas.”® Since
these narratives were broadly familiar within European culture, they became a magnificent
political weapon that could serve popular as well as elite culture because both could find a
commion identity in the beliefs and in the use of providentialist rhetoric. Nevertheless, for the
humbler classes, these ideas in their simple and direct style seemed to be designed to fulfill a
strictly practical function rather than satisfy any esthetic preoccupations.'®

Portugal had its own prophetic repertoire. Gongalo Anes, known as Bandarra, was a man
of humble origins who, immersed in an atmosphere of prophetism, wrote verses full of
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messianic promises. Historian Jodo Liicio de Azevedo has argued that Bandarra’s Trovas were
an “evangel of Sebastianism” that predicted a future of justice and equality in that:

All will have a love,

Gentiles as well as pagans. . .
They will serve a single Lord
Jesus Christ will name him;

All will believe that he has come,
the anointed of the Lord."”

It appears that these writings circulated widely and were accepted by many during a period of
social and economic crisis, the terrible sixteenth century. The powerful messianic message of
the Trovas also had a special appeal for the New Christians, the recent converts from Judaism.
The Inquisition forced Bandarra to abjure his ideas, but the promise of a savior king remained
alive in the mental universe of various sectors of the Portuguese population, including Father
Vieira himself.'® In an attempt to offer an analysis of the “being” of the Portuguese nation, the
poet Fernando Pessoa emphasized that Bandarra came to represent a “collective name,” the
“true patron” and master of the national soul and a promoter of imperial sentiments.'® Bandarra
seems to have taken the Spanish legend of the “Encubierto,” or “Hidden One,” a type of
redemptory king, and then associated it with the military triumphs that an Infante of Portugal
would gain over Charles V.2 This Portuguese literature may in some sense reflect the insecurity
within some Portuguese circles of the presence of'a powerful neighboring monarchy disposed to
increase its control by dynastic union or military means,*’

The Portuguese developed a national version of the legend of the “Encoberto” in the royal
figure of Dom Sebastido. The idea of “O Desejado” had flourished at a moment of financial and
political crisis during the reign of Dom Jo#o IIT when other European nations were already
challenging Portugal’s overseas territories. Fear of the Turk as well as commercial interests in
Morocco also helped to spread the mystic created around this figure. Dom Sebastiio would
become the epic hero par excellence, lifeguard of the historic mission that Providence had
ascribed to Portugal. It was, as Miguel D’antas stated, “the ideal of a cause.” With the
disappearance of the “captain of God” in the battle of Alcacer Quibir, without a trace left of his
body, the illusion of his possible return was created.”> A collective negative was given to the
idea that the figure chosen (elegido) to assume a mission of great historical meaning had been
killed. The mythic character subsequently created around his person was the product of a
collective aspiration that refused to accept political decline. The belief in his return created a
cultural milieu ideal for a series of picaresque fakers claiming to be Dom Sebastizo.” It was a
fantasy that mocked death and maintained eternally alive the hope for a better future. We can
see its traces even among the most humble elements of society like Maria de Macedo, tried by
the Inquisition in 1665, who claimed that Dom Sebastido would “reform the world,” “conquer
the Moors and Turks and convert the heretics and be emperor of the whole world.”**

During the political crisis at the close of the sixteenth century, Sebastianism was converted
into a symbol of national redemption. Anténio Vieira, respecting the legendary and prophetic
tradition of his predecessors, then reconverted and projected it onto the figure of the Duque of
Braganga, Dom Jodo IV. When that king died, Vieira opened the possibility that Dom Jo&o’s
successors could fill the vacancy within the sebastianist tradition. What remained essential was
not the individual, but rather the need to eternalize the myth. Other European peoples created
similar national deliriums, but what distinguished Portugal was the indelible mark that these left
on the national consciousness, their durability, and their transfer and rebirth in the overseas
colonies.
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For the small country that had come to dominate large parts of the world, the historical
crisis of the close of the sixteenth century that resuited in the loss of its antonomy and its
integration as part of the Spanish Hapsburg dominions came as a shock to Portugal. Various
“patrictic” sectors of the population were ready to theoretically explain these events. Thus,
during the sixty years of Spanish “captivity” (1580-1640) there existed in Portugal politico-
religious interpretations that, using the old legends, sought to explain the present. These
discourses offered ways to end the dual monarchy and some projected a millenarian future for
the world under the banner of a Catholic faith that would be centered on Portugal.”® We should
aote, however, that in Spain there existed a parallel incipient nationalist prophetism that gave
Spain a fundamental role in the salvation of the world.”

The discourse of the Restoration (1640-1668) as represented by Vieira’s pen provides a
example of literature in the service of political and ideological goals. Nevertheless, it would be
an oversimplification to reduce Vieira’s thought to only this role. Millenarian ideology may
well have been an effective weapon for keeping alive the sentiments of independence when
threatened by its more powerful neighbor as well as a tool for the critical analysis of internal
politics, but we cannot forget that it also represented a profound religious and millenarian
mentality. These convictions are clearly apparent in his sermons and letters.”® Vieira surely
congidered the moment of the union of the crowns in Portuguese history as a shameful but
fleeting episode within a providential plan that was still to be realized. Millenarian thetoric
provided a safeguard against national reverses in Vieira, and it had done so long before Vieira.

Such thought went back to Portugal’s very origins. The “miracle of Qurique” was the
mother legend that sacralized the kingdom of Portugal and offered it a messianic destiny in its
history. One day prior to the battle of Ourique (1139) in the Alentejo where the Christian count
of Portugal sought to stem the advance of Almohad Muslim forces, the Infante Dom Afonso
Henriques debated with himself about what to do militarily in the face of such negative odds.
But heaven’s favor was revealed to him in a prophetic dream and vision that provided him with
an answer to his doubts:

take heart, for not only will you win

this battle, but all the others that you

make against the enemies of the Catholic

Faith . . ., and in you and your descendants,

I will establish for myself a kingdom by whose
actions my name will be known to strange peoples.”

The battle resulted in a victory over the Muslims. This was an important moment in the
historical process of the Reconquest. From this point forward Afonso was called king of
Portugal and no longer remained dependent on the kingdom of Leén.*® The battle had been a
relatively minor affair, but it was subsequently converted into-the founding moment of the
Portuguese monarchy and surrounded with a myth of divine intervention.

The myth had its own history. Chroniclers and writers of the fifteenth century, influenced
by Portugal’s greatness at the moment, were not reluctant to create national myths, probably
persuaded that this act of divine grace was definite proof that the Portuguese were the chosen
people, the povo elegido. In this way, they incorporated the history of Portugal’s origins into a
divine plan. Duarte Galvio’s Cronica de 1419 was among the first to sketch out the legend,
which during the period of the Castilian annexation was also discussed by Portuguese religious
authors seeking a justification for political survival.?!

Vieira incorporated the legend of Ourique within his millenarian vision in order to
maintain alive in the collective memory of his Spanish and Portuguese contemporaries the
sacralization of Portuguese history. Vieira could not question this origin myth of the Portuguese
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monarchy because it served the great spiritual, political, and national goals. The ideology of the
“empire of grace” served like a protective wall of nationalist sentiment against Castilian political
aspirations as well as a way of legitimating the new Braganga dynasty. This use ofa “legendary”
defense could be used against any political or military attempt to dominate the “chosen people”
(povo eleito), and it served as a rhetorical device well suited to periods of crisis and national
threat like the later Napoleonic invasion of Portugal.*? In addition, this strategy also established
the theoretical foundations for maritime expansion by emphasizing the divine right granted to
Portugal for the task of universal evangelization. As Camdes phrased it, the expansion of
Portugal in Africa and Asia was “the fatal marvel of our age,” granted by God.** Some students
of the millenarian phenomenon have noted that other participants in the drama of maritime
expansion like Columbus also believed that they were divine messengers chosen to seek out the
new skies and lands referred to in the Bible, thus placing the great enterprise in the hands of
Spain.* It seems that for many people the discovery of America marked the “kairés” for the
realization of millenarian prophecy.

Nevertheless, for the “prophet of the future,” as Anténio Vieira called himself, God’s
decree was clear: Portugal was the kingdom of God called upon to “make Christian the whole
world.” Using a baroque image, Vieira held that the world was “a comedy of God” whose script
could be read by a combination of divine mercy and exegetical effort. He understood that
history and the world had two hemispheres; one visible, the past, and one invisible, the future,
and from the present one could detect the signs of God’s favor and the end of the world.
Arguing that he enjoyed divine inspiration, Vieira presented the Libro anteprimeiro to his
readers as if he was a copyist who brought light to God’s plan through his reading of
providential history, which was always applicable to temporal history. The perspective of Vieira
was favorable to the prophets that had preceded him, including popular voices like that of
Bandarra. They constituted a kind of warehouse or stock of prophetic revelation, and he
maintained this democratic view of the prophetic gift as a critique of the more restrictive official
position of the Church.*® Vieira understood that prophetical knowledge was cumulative, and he
believed that since he was closer to the final days ofthe world he would be able to make clearer
interpretations. He lamented the disregard in his time for the exercise of prophecy. Individual
prophetic expressions that many times tended to be on the theological margins of orthodoxy or
expressed by socially marginal persons had become uncomfortable for the Counter-Reformation
Church. Still, in Early Modermn Europe there existed an ambiguous attitude toward the
prediction of great events that allowed for the understanding or possibility of other worlds
within the linguistic framework of prophecy. The Italian historian, Ottavia Niccoli, noted that
despite its perceived potential dangers, this practice was not fully suppressed in Europe.*®

Vieira did not hesitate to note with irony the self-satisfaction of his contemporaries and the
limits of their knowledge. He remarked that the fourth part of the world, created at the same
time as the other continents, was “new for us who are the leamed men, but for those barbarians,
their inhabitants, old and very ancient””” He also made clear the limitations of the
cosmographic knowledge of the Fathers of the Church. The existence of the Antipodes revealed
the limits of their thought.*® Vieira sought to legitimate the truth implicit in his book by means
of a careful process of selection and manipulation of biblical passages. Toward historical
sources he maintained a suspicious attitude that questioned the reliability of this kind of
information. He raised questions about the exercise of the historians’ craft that left too much
latitude to subjectivity and caprice. Such writings, he thought, sprang from falsehood and
interest more than from the authentic love of relating that which actually happened.* What he
really respected was the prophetic tradition because of its didactic and lenitive effects. That “gift
of Heaven” should be taken most seriously. These messages were a theoretical scaffolding for a
challenge to any dark period and a panacea against time. The Livro Anteprimeiro was a
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tenacious denial of an irreversible process of decline and a challenge to those “sons of distrust”
who refused to accept the prophetic message.** Such positions brought Vieira to the attention of
the Inquisition.*!

Vieira’s exposition of prophecy included a theoretical exorcism of the sad page of history
that was the domination by Spain. He rejected the discourse of decline and instead saw the
period of Spanish rule as part of a larger plan. Portugal had recovered its independence and had
reconquered from the Dutch those American territories that had been taken away. The period of
subjugation to the Spanish monarchy had been prophesized in both Portugal and in Spain and
represented a necessary step of historical purging prior to the beginning of a new age. Vieira
reacted with particular fury against Spain and even cited the words of an ambassador who had
exclaimed, “better to surrender (Portugal) to the Turk than to Castile.”** This was a strange
position for a Jesuit to take, preferring to hand over his country to infidels rather than to a
tyrannical power, even though it was Catholic. As a writer, Vieira was both rational but terribly
emotional. At a moment when the Spanish monarchy continued its military and diplomatic
efforts to retain the Portuguese crown, Vieira’s message was clear: Spanish military efforts were
doomed to failure because they had been predetermined in 4 celestial script. He warned, “Castile
should look and know what God has promised to Portugal and then it will take notice of the
vanity that its hopes have promised.” He added: “it would be easier to conquer Europe, the
world, or the sky than to conquer and subject Portugal.” The dramatic tone of millenarian
rhetoric was a propagandistic resource to console and at the same time to unify and impassion
his contermporaries, in this case, against the pretensions of Spain.

This expert of biblical exegesis constructed a dream of imperial hegemony and universal
ecumenism that filled the space created by Daniel’s prophecy of a Fifth Empire. Vieira accepted
the totality of the Judaic prophetic tradition and assumed a tone of tolerance noting that the Jews
had “only erred” in not accepting Christ as the Messiah.* He took up the image of the
disturbing dream of Nebuchadnezzar about the statue to explain that the separation of the stone
pedestal represented the political division between two Roman peoples, Portugal and Spain, the
former, of course, being the most robust. This political separation did not keep Vieira from
lamenting that Christianity’s defense had become more difficult because of it. The biblical
hecatomb predicted to precede the coming of the new empire is presented by Vieira once again
to explain the precariousness of the Portuguese kingdom. The image of the metamorphosis of
the stone into a mountain that represents the qualitative growth of the Christian people explains
Vieira's faith in, and the urgency of, the missionary enterprise, a project that must be
consummated on earth before the coming of the Great Liberator.”’ The new empire Vicira
described would be both national and supranational.

Anténio Vieira consistently held to a millenarian logic that joined a present of adversity to
a future of glory. This new earthly empire would, of course, be Christian, but how could the
empire of Christ be placed within historical time? Here Vieira sharpened his argument. Earthly
dominion would be an opportunity to distinguish this empire from other temporal powers by
making its objectives nontemporal. This empire would be “a heroic act of humanity and
modesty,” because its use of universal power would be characterized by its disuse. The union of
body and spirit that is Christ would be historically materialized before the end of days as the
mest worthy example of moral teaching offered to mankind.*

One of the most interesting aspects of Vieira’s millenarian thought was the special role he
ascribed to Jews and New Christians as keys to the evangelical project. He viewed them as a
people inclined to commerce by nature who: because of this characteristic could have an
imperttant place in the propagation of religion. He believed that God worked in mysterious ways
by making commerce the entryway for religion.*’ In the Histéria do futuro Vieira reaffirmed his
pro-mercantile policy as a viable solution to the problems confronting the country. For him, the
religious mission was inseparable from the need for capital that could be obtained from New
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Christians or from those Jews of the “Portuguese nation” that had immigrated to Amsterdam
and had invested in the Dutch West India Company. To ignore them was political folly. This
“realist” policy earned Vieira powerful enemies among sectors of the nobility wedded to their
own interests and to the aristocratic ideals and among the inquisitorial hierarchy.*® Vieira’s
tolerance toward the New Christians was one of the issues that brought him to the attention of
the Inquisition. Portugal like Spain had developed a consistent policy of discrimination and
exclusion based on the concept of “cleanliness of blood” toward certain social groups—Moors
and Jews (New Christians)—but in Portugal, unlike Spain, the problem of Judaism had almost
monopolized the Holy Office’s attention.*® Vieira, despite his theological concerns, never
separated them from his mercantilist perspective, in which the New Christians played a vital
role.

Vieira sought to harmonize philosophy and political practicality with the divine plan,
taking guidance from the Bible (especially the Old Testament) and applying these elements in
the changing political panorama of the Europe of his time. Is it possible that a2 man of such
political clarity and practicality, a royal advisor and a diplomat, could suffer from what in Spain
was called “miraculous megalomania” (megalomania milagrosa)? Such men saw the history of
the world as a divine allegory and they sometimes succumbed to the myths of their own
creation. Alfredo Bosi has written, and correctly, I believe, that Vieira was a type of baroque
figure capable of creating, *“ a singular symbiosis between biblical allegory and political and
mercantilist thought.”®

The midday clarity of Vieira’s words about the motives for the conquest of both the West
and East Indies speak for themselves: “silver, gold, rubies, diamonds, emeralds, and
brazilwood” from these lands naturally blessed with riches provoke the desire to penetrate
them.*! That reality was framed within the prophetical promises of Isaiah. This movement of
exegesis from the concrete to the divine was not only a characteristic of Vieira but was the
general style of prophetic logic. Other Jesuits employed it finding in Scripture evidence of
Amazonian fauna or of the native peoples of the Americas. Vieira made a particular reading of
biblical symbols, especially from the Book of Daniel, and then reconciled it with Portugal’s
destiny, contributing in this way to the country’s mythogenetic production. By doing this he
sought to coordinate an historical with a suprahistorical program. Vieira’s theoretic edifice
brought together biblical and national legends with apologetic aspects of the chroniclers of the
era of expansion within the context of a prophetic vision seasoned by the perceptions of a
statesman. In this effort to frame historical experience within a divine script Vieira was certainly
not an isolated figure. The Dutch challenge to Portugal in the Indian Ocean had also awakened
the millenarian imagination of the Catholic missionaries in Asia. Francis Xavier and his
followers had tried to explain the political reverses of Portugal within this millenarian context.
The Theatine priest, Anténio Ardizone Spinola, an Italian but naturalized as a Portuguese while
serving in Portuguese India beginning in the 1640s, believed that fortune had turned against
Portugal because of its own errors. In his sermons, this noted preacher admonished his listeners
{and later his readers), that God was angry at policies that discriminated against the new
converts in Asia and denied the sacraments to black slaves. Like Vieira, Ardizone and others of
his time were immersed in an atmosphere of political mysticism. In the midst of political crisis,
their sermons offered a message of optimism just as the ideologues of the Portuguese
Restoration had done even during the darkest days of that struggle.” From the perspective of
both Asia and Brazil, the preoccupation of both Vieira and Ardizone Spinola was similar: to
stop the loss of the Portuguese empire and thus preserve the ecumenical ideal of the Fifth
Empire. Curiously, in the effort to explain the series of military defeats, both of these authors
did not hesitate to find fault in the failure of colonial officers or in Portugal’s own errors.

The “illness of the sacred” as Roger Bastide called this messianic fever has long been a
subject on which Portuguese intellectuals have reflected. Historian Oliveira Martins called
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sebastianism an “abdication to history” of a people anchored to the legend of an enchanted king
who would rise to lead it on a heroic mission, a belief that led to an indifference to the real
world.> The poet Fernando Pessoa saw this historical fixation as part of the Portuguese soul
and the character of a people in which imagination predominated over intelligence, a people
always “pregnant with divinity (gravida do divino).”* For Eduardo Lourengo, mythmaking has
beer a vital activity that allowed the Portuguese to maintain an unreal relationship with
themselves, a way to avoid the appreciation of their “diminished existence,” or the realization
that their greatness was a fiction. Despite pretensions, he said, the Portuguese were “always
second-class colonialists.””

In this self-reflection, the Portuguese sought to find their true image. Bandarra,
sebastianism, and the Fifth Empire were an expression of a collective sentiment against
extinction. But for Vieira, his theological convictions never displaced his political actions. His
sermmons and writings are an excellent example of his capacity to integrate life and ideas. He
remained a man of his age, faithful to a providentialist conception of history, and his
millenarianism prevented him from accepting the possibility of collective tragedy. Ata moment
when the balance of power in Europe was not favorable to Portugal, Vieira manipulated biblical
passages and national legends so that the divine plan coincided with the dream of political
victary, “the triumph of Sacred History.”*® To the ideology of expansion, he added a Portuguese
corollary. In this sense he continued the national and European millenarian traditions. The
Judeo-Christian millenarian tradition could not have a pessimistic view of history. The task of
an exegete, like Vieira, was always to reconcile the negative reality of the moment with an
optimistic vision of history. Adversity was a providential index of change and the rhetorical
possibilities for positive interpretation were endless.

Vieira’s writings were not without effect on his society. In 1688, Vicente Gomes Coelho
was arrested in Havana for remarks he had made that Dom Sebastifo was living on an island
and, mounted on a white steed, would return to Portugal, “stealing hearts.” Coelho was a
Portuguese penal exile that had lived in Angola and India. Although he could read, he had never
been to university. He may have been a New Christian and in Jamaica he had even associated
with Jews. He was sent to the Inquisition in Cartegena de Indias, where he was asked about his
knowiedge of Dom Sebastidio. He told the inquisitors that he knew of the prophecies of San
Isidoro and the “Encubierto” because they had been “brought to light” by Padre Anténio Vieira.
The inquisitors, guardians of order and orthodoxy, found these ideas schismatic.”’

Even in the Age of Enlightenment, Portugal continued to witness sebastianist irmaptions. In
the nineteenth century, historian Alexandre Herculano suffered harsh criticism when he sought
to derystify the legend of Ourigue. He responded that a strong people did not need to invent
legends.”® At each moment of crisis, the messianic belief that Liicio de Azevedo calculated had
lasted for three centuries was reinvigorated. How to explain its durability? It is cormmon to
believe in a sociology of hope when reality is one of repression or despair. Millenarianism is a
phenomenon that the ancient world gave to the modern world and which forms part of the
collective mentality of many peoples. Its appeal rests on its facile adaptation to any ideology.
This plasticity of structure allows it to be employed generally with many uses. It can serve as a
panacea, a platform of political programs, and has also been a vehicle of public opinion with a
strotig social impact that brings together various groups with agendas against the predominant
ideology. In the hands of a writer and preacher like Vieira, both a believer and a creator of

millenarian discourse, it offered political, social, and eschatological hopes at a moment of
national crisis, but it also implied a series of social reforms and heterodox millenarian
interpretations that found powerful opponents.® Vieira applied this visien to Portugal’s
histerical role in God’s plan—he natienalized it—but to do so he continually drew from the
well of European and Hispanic millenarian thought.
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