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priest who led Spain and the Catholic Church into California in the 1700s and became a key figure in the making of the American WestIn the year
1749, at the age of thirty-six, Junípero Serra left his position as a highly regarded priest in Spain for the turbulent and dangerous New World,
knowing he would never return. The Spanish Crown and the Catholic Church both sought expansion in Mexico—the former in search of gold, the
latter seeking souls—as well as entry into the mysterious land to the north called “California.”Serra’s mission: to spread Christianity in this unknown
world by building churches wherever possible and by converting the native peoples to the Word of God. It was an undertaking that seemed
impossible, given the vast distances, the challenges of the unforgiving landscape, and the danger posed by resistant native tribes. Such a journey
would require bottomless physical stamina, indomitable psychic strength, and, above all, the deepest faith. Serra, a diminutive man with a stout
heart, possessed all of these attributes, as well as an innate humility that allowed him to see the humanity in native people whom the West viewed
as savages.By his death at age seventy-one, Serra had traveled more than 14,000 miles on land and sea through the New World—much of that
distance on a chronically infected and painful foot—baptized and confirmed 6,000 Indians, and founded nine of California’s twenty-one missions,
with his followers establishing the rest. The names of these missions ring through the history of California— San Diego, San Jose, San Juan
Capistrano, Santa Clara, and San Francisco—and served as the epicenters of the arrival of Western civilization, where millions more would follow,
creating the California we know today.An impoverished son, an inspired priest, and a potent political force, Serra was a complex man who stood
at the historic crossroads between Native Americans, the often brutal Spanish soldiers, and the dictates of the Catholic Church, which still
practiced punishment by flogging. In this uncertain, violent atmosphere, Serra sought to protect the indigenous peoples from abuse and to bring
them the rituals and spiritual comfort of the Church even as the microbes carried by Europeans threatened their existence.Beginning with Serra’s
boyhood on the isolated island of Mallorca, venturing into the final days of the Spanish Inquisition, revealing the thriving grandeur of Mexico City,
and finally journeying up the untouched California coast, Gregory Orfalea’s magisterial biography is a rich epic that cuts new ground in our
understanding of the origins of the United States.Combining biography, European history, knowledge of Catholic doctrine, and anthropology,
Journey to the Sun brings original research and perspective to America’s creation story. Orfalea’s poetic and incisive recounting of Serra’s life
shows how one man changed the future of California and in so doing affected the future of our nation.

“Journey to the Sun”, Gregory Orfalea’s biography of Junipero Serra, is a deeply researched, interpretative story of one of early California’s most
important historical figures. It is a book that enables us to evaluate Serra from the perspective of his times without ignoring how much the world has
changed. This is an enlightening, well written biography.Junipero Serra gave up a safe life at age 36 as a priest in Spain for the unknown dangers as
a missionary on the other side of the world in the mid-1700s. It was not until twenty years later that he finally arrived in what then was known as
Alta California after mostly arduous years in Mexico.From Serra’s birthplace on the island of Mallorca, to Spain, Mexico, and California, Orfalea
followed his trail over the past several years without the same risks. But finding documentation was not easy. Orfalea’s achievement is most
impressive, both in terms of the research required and the quality of his writing. Throughout, Orfalea love for California comes through and no
doubt is a large part of his inspiration for this undertaking.The book profiles Serra’s life in the New World from cultural anthropological and
theological perspectives. For the historical record, Orfalea taps a variety of sources where there was little left by the man himself. More than the 50
pages of notes and the ten page bibliography testify to the level of research. The result is a vivid picture of Serra, a man created numerous missions
up and down the California coast, then a largely unknown land. He carried on with his work for the last years of his life despite the challenges of
the Spanish military, disease, and the cultural diversity and often reluctance of the native people.Some reader reviews criticize Orfalea’s use of
interpretation in an effort to convey an understanding of Serra. The biographer uses solid research methods to get close enough to Serra, his
colleagues, and adversaries, to paint a picture of a committed, though imperfect man. He explores his subject’s values and flaws, both from the
perspective of his times and from ours. At the center of the story is an extensive portrayal the complexity of the Native American people, their
beliefs, and the risks and appeal of the Spanish missions to them. That the missionaries, led by Serra, battled the military leaders of New Spain on
behalf of the native Californians appears not to be something all readers have accepted.Even for someone like me, neither Catholic nor a
Californian, this is an engaging biography of an important man written by a skilled storyteller. I’ve never been a big fan of missionaries working to
convert people who have their own belief systems. Orfalea makes it clear that the California Indians were about to be overrun by European
settlers. Ultimately, they were better served being aligned with Junipero Serra and the new Catholic missions than with the Spanish military.
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