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As a film, The Mission, is a dialogue between the parties of the conquest of South 

America in the 1750s. It tells two intertwined stories, a narrative focusing on Captain Rodrigo 

Mendoza and Father Gabriel, in their struggle to live a Christian life. And a surrounding 

narrative, of our narrator, Cardinal Altamirano, who has been summoned to settle the disputes 

between Portuguese settlers and Church missions. It is important to consider the themes present 

throughout The Mission in order to better understand the types of interactions that took place 

between the various parties during the conquest of South America. 

Two themes that are present from the beginning are the conquest of paradise and the 

church-state struggle. Examples of these come from the first meeting of Mendoza and Father 

Gabriel. This meeting happens in the forest above the falls, when Mendoza captures the Ganari 

Indians for slaves, Father Gabriel is surprised to see him but knows him and engages in a verbal 

spar. By taking people as slaves in the first scenes the filmmakers demonstrate a ruining of 

paradise and modern viewpoints of social justice on this interpretation. For example, when 

Father Gabriel talks to Mendoza, he tries to stop him but Gabriel can do nothing more due to his 

own vows. This shows how useless powerful institutions, like the church, can be, when the 

people running them will not act. It demonstrates that Father Gabriel truly belongs to the church, 

he is a true believer in the works of god and that Mendoza belongs to neither the church nor the 

state, he is a lost soul. Another example comes from one of the Cardinal’s first monologues after 

his arrival. “This seeking to create a paradise on Earth, how easily it offends,” he also talks about 

the power of the Crowns of Spain and Portugal and the Church’s own power. This monologue 

shows what the high-powers within the Church are fighting for in the struggle. Power. 

The second meeting of Gabriel and Mendoza, brings up the themes of what paradise is 

and what the missions signify to paradise. The Father challenges Mendoza into action, 
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undertaking a penance, resulting in Mendoza accompanying the Jesuits back to the Mission of 

San Carlos. During this time the audience begins to see why the land is called a paradise for both 

the priests and the natives. It evolved into a safe sanctuary for the natives and the Jesuit priests, 

due to the fact that Spanish law protected them. Eventually, Mendoza pledges himself to the 

Jesuit order and grows into a priest himself. This point demonstrates the importance of the dual, 

physical and spiritual, significance of the title as well. The Mission means the physical Mission, 

the building itself, the mission of the Guarani to retain their territory ,and the Mission of every 

European, no matter what side of the church-state struggle they tell, enslavement, physically or 

in the church’s case, spiritually. The title’s significance also ties into the conquest of paradise 

theme, the Missions are bringing about their own cultural conquest. Joffé, is asking the audience, 

can paradise be paradise now that men has touched it, now that something new has been added? 

Paradise is invaded not just by missions or haciendas but by the ideas, religions, technologies 

and animals brought along, resulting in changes to both the landscape and the native cultures. 

What is more, within the movie, a meeting takes place between the priests and the settlers 

over the borderlands that the Missions of San Carlos and San Miguel rest on. This meeting 

allows for the surrounding narrative to take focus so that the audience comes to know what is at 

stake in this Eurocentric movie with the theme of Church-State Struggle. These territories are on 

land disputed by Spanish and Portuguese crowns. But by the treaty of Madrid, the lands convert 

to the Portuguese, who allow slavery; the Spanish do not. Cardinal Altamirano must decide who 

has control over the Guarani, spiritually and physically. If he rules in favor of the Portuguese 

colonists, the indigenous peoples will turn into the enslaved; if he rules in favor of the missions, 

the entire Jesuit Order may be condemned by the Portuguese and the European Catholic Church 

could fracture. This also brings about the third confrontation of Father Gabriel and Mendoza, 
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when Mendoza insults a colonist, Don Cabeza, who refuses to duel him, Father Gabriel orders 

him to apologize which he does. Consequently, the whole exchange serves to exemplify more of 

the church-state struggle. The characters become the struggle Mendoza in state turned church, 

Father Gabriel in church, Don Cabeza in state, and the Guarani as an object worth fighting over. 

This specific scene also serves to drive home the role of music in the conversion of the 

Amerindians to Christianity. As part of the missionaries pitch to keep the missions open they 

have a native boy sing to the cardinal. The Cardinal comments on how beautiful the sound is. In 

effect the music humanizes the natives in his eyes and yet it also brings about the question of just 

how complete can the conversion be? Anyone can repeat syllables and sounds but do these 

people really have an understanding of what is said? Which in turn brings about a look into 

Jesuit zeal. Though present throughout the movie and heavily involved within the confrontations 

of Mendoza and Gabriel, this theme is uniquely tied to the role of music. Jesuit Zeal is 

interesting in that the Jesuits believe they are in the right, that they are so much better than the 

settlers. And yet, one of the most memorable quotes from our antagonist, Don Cabeza, asks the 

priests what is better, a few cuts across the back or the torments of hell? Another example of 

Jesuit zeal comes shortly after when the missions are told to close by the Cardinal, Father 

Gabriel, is told to tell the natives that it is God’s will to close the mission. The Natives respond 

with “it was the will of God that they came out of the jungle and built the mission.” 

Demonstrating that in some instances the conversion was successful. 

Allowing for one of the final scenes of zeal, the fourth confrontation between Mendoza 

and Father Gabriel and the subsequent battle. The two are at odds with how to defend the 

Mission from an attack by the colonialist because they refuse to close the Mission. Gabriel 

refuses to give his blessing for an armed conflict, believing that violence fundamentally 
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contradicts the work of God, saying, “If you’re right you have God’s blessing, if you’re wrong 

my blessing won’t mean anything.” As the true believer in the movie he showcases Jesuit Zeal, 

hope, and love of music, he holds a singing mass and leads his congregation until the end. 

Eventually, the Mission of San Carlos is brought down by force. And within the last few scenes 

Cardinal Altamirano states, “Your priests are dead. But it is true that I am dead and they who 

live. [The] spirit of the dead survives in the memory of the living.” This narration overlaps with 

about six Guaraní children sailing off in a canoe after managing to salvage a violin. The theme of 

historical interpretation then comes into effect as the damage done has been recorded by the 

cardinal and results in an accessible record. Which brings about the irony within the film, forcing 

the audience to ask, what do we know about the Guaraní Indians? 

Thus this movie becomes a historical document but it is colored by modern concepts of 

social justice. For example, the battle scenes are meant to represent the Guaraní war and yet 

because the viewer does not get to know the Guaraní this is lost. Additionally, the film’s 

eurocentrism gives the movie a feeling of infantilizing the Guaraní further dishonoring what the 

Guaraní fought for and the hardships endured. To this end, one might compare the Franciscans in 

the Yucatán and the Jesuits in this movie. With both groups of people there were tensions 

between the natives, settlers, and priests. Within the Yucatan though, the Maya always fought 

back in some way whereas in this movie it seemed like the Guaraní accepted their positions 

within the new order. 

Overall, The Mission, plays well as a hindsight-biased historical document. The themes 

and characters demonstrate a contempt for the loss of paradise and an obvious upset with what 

happened to the native lands of the Gunari. However the Filmmakers also are acknowledging 

through way of our narrator that the story would have never been told otherwise. 
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