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Human beings are a part of a whole called by us the “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. We experience ourselves, our thoughts and feelings, as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of consciousness. The delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.

ALBERT EINSTEIN



FOREWORD

When three thousand of the world’s leading experts on protected areas and nature conservation met in Durban, South Africa, in September 2003 at the World Parks Congress, they may well have expected to address technical issues of nature management, especially how to minimize the impact of humans on ecosystems. Imagine their surprise to find numerous ceremonies throughout the event that underlined the unity, rather than the divide, between people and nature.

Particularly remarkable was the active participation of many groups of indigenous peoples from all parts of the world. Most of the world’s protected areas have been established on lands that are considered ancestral homelands by these indigenous and tribal peoples, who have long had a spiritual relationship with parts of the landscape. Indeed, such sacred sites are still found in all parts of the world, from Sweden to Swaziland. The presence of this wonderful cultural diversity in Durban forced the people attending the Parks Congress to reexamine their own motivations for working in protected areas. Yet, as Princess Irene stated so clearly in her address at the congress, it is necessary that not only indigenous peoples live the deep connection to all life; it is necessary that all humankind rediscover its connection to the universe and the Earth herself, for this will help us to redefine our humaneness and see our place as part of the life community. That we are part of the symphony of life is what we must know for the future. Are the parcels of land we protect set aside merely to save them from worst excesses of modern consumer society, or are these national parks and protected areas instead established as an expression of our modern culture—that is, out of our respect for what these outstanding natural places can contribute to our national identities? The answer to 
this question is no trivial matter, nor is a single answer possible. For many of the three billion people now living in cities, nature is a destination, a place to be visited on vacation, accessed by road, captured on film, and experienced in small bites—there we may still find a hot shower, a four-course meal, and a warm bed at the end of the day. Yet for the other three billion people who actually live among nature, this separation is not nearly so clear, and the unity between people and the rest of life may be more apparent.

Many people today are “Earth lovers,” as we learn from the perspectives presented in this book. While scientists, including the ten thousand or so experts within the six World Conservation Union (IUCN) commissions, help us to understand the living world, this understanding is not enough to change the way we behave as a modern society. Instead, we need to join science with emotion and recognize that our conservation efforts will be successful to the extent that we can enhance, support, or build anew the emotional relationship between people and the rest of nature. Conservation, after all, is built on caring for the Earth.

Interestingly, modern science is also generating new evidence that human altruism is a powerful force and may be unique in the animal world, providing scientific evidence that our emotional ties to nature have adaptive value. Research at the University of Zurich, published in 2003, showed that a minority of altruists—people who are willing to work for some positive goal without demonstrated self-interest and without any likelihood of material gain—can convince a majority of selfish individuals to cooperate. The interaction between altruists and egoists, or, to use the terms of this book, between lovers and haters, has been an important impetus for human cultural evolution. And as this book demonstrates, if we are able to mobilize sufficient numbers of Earth lovers, then we can enter the twenty-first century with a new sense of confidence in the ideals of sustainable development.

YOLANDA KAKABADSE
 FORMER PRESIDENT OF THE WORLD CONSERVATION UNION 
GLAND, SWITZERLAND



INTRODUCTION

Twelve people, twelve visions. I contacted twelve individuals from all continents who, either professionally or based on their personal experiences, derive inspiration from the same source: their deep affection for the Earth and society. These twelve represent a wide variety of disciplines. Despite their differences, however, the theme of this book—the relationship between humankind and nature—is an essential issue that matters to all of them in their everyday lives. All of those interviewed are original thinkers who have followed their own insights and formed their own opinions about the relationship between humankind and nature.

Years ago, I thought I was alone in my questions and discoveries about our place in the natural world, and launched a quest for kindred spirits who were active in this arena. In my search, I learned that people around the globe have given the subject serious consideration at different levels and in different ways. This encouraged me to speak with a number of them and to share my findings in this book.

Reading their work and reviews of their work over the past decade has confirmed my own perceptions and has helped me continue my own quest. Each of them represents an individual color in the broad spectrum of the theme of this book, like stones in a kaleidoscope that form new patterns with every turn.

Those interviewed here reveal a deep respect for all efforts in the field of nature preservation, but despite our progress, they believe we are ready for the next step. Perhaps we should call it an additional awareness that we are connected to nature both biologically and spiritually: that we are nature. Terms such as supervisor and owner pertain to an anthropocentric paradigm of our relationship to the natural 
world—a paradigm leading to a way of thinking and acting that, alas, is not extinct. The consequences of this view have been horrible, as we will read in Gareth Patterson’s story in the pages that follow. Within this paradigm, humankind is in charge and nature is mere matter—chattel— with which we can do as we please. What is more, this way of thinking suggests that we are separate and distinct from the natural world, rather than part of her being.

Our attitude toward nature has changed considerably over the years. Many of us today regard ourselves as its trustees or caretakers. Though this might have a more appealing ring than supervisor or owner, it still does not allow for our unity with the Earth. Yet increasing numbers of people do feel they are a part of nature—and surprisingly, many of them have experienced what I call a “magic moment”: a moment of unity with all life. I have had such an amazing experience myself, and it changed my attitude toward the Earth. I felt the sense of being one with all life around me—the separation vanished. Perched high up on a Swiss mountain, I saw through everything and felt and heard through it all as well. I was part of the waving blades of grass, the colorful flowers, the trees, the rocks, and the mountains. I was aware of having converged with everything alive and of being united with nature’s exuberant, joyful celebration, its powerful yearning toward life.

Since then, my love for the Earth has led me to become a student of life.
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Based on my experiences, I have drafted some basic questions that I regard as the core of this book. These questions have preoccupied me, and I was curious how those I interviewed would respond: What is nature? What is our human relationship with it? Why have we become disassociated from nature? How does nature affect the life of each of us? How do we experience the unity of life in everyday reality? Is there a balance between what we call science and our personal experience? Can and should science provide answers to these questions? Can we manage without science? Can an empirical approach to nature and one based on human, sensory experience complement each other? How do 
reason and feeling relate? How do people from different cultures and disciplines answer these questions? As you will see during these conversations, the central questions become less important than the line of thought that emerges from them. No easy answers are available, but I was not looking for them. My main concern has been to begin a dialogue that can encourage deeper thought and investigation on the part of each person reading this book.

My central question to those interviewed here is this: What is love?—for these twelve have manifested a relationship with the Earth that is based on love, and love for all life here is what each of us must grow to feel if the Earth and her species are to survive. We often restrict our use of the term love to the idea of exclusivity or ownership, which arises from our fear of losing. In some cases, a sense of loneliness and insecurity causes us to cling to people and objects, making them possessions. If we reconnect with nature, and with the nature inside us, this feeling may disappear, for we are not alone. In fact, we are connected to all life on Earth.

If we learn to be receptive to the life-forms around us, we will discover subtle energies: the light, the essence present in all that lives, the love that flows through everything that exists. This connection, formed with our heart, helps us realize that we are surrounded by love and allows us to feel supported. The answers I received to the question “What is love?” were both surprising and heartfelt.

[image: image]

In his book De natuur als beeld in religie, filosofie en kunst (Nature as Figure in Religion, Philosophy, and Art), Professor Matthijs Schouten notes that nature can be viewed from various perspectives: from the point of view of a person who perceives without feeling—that is, someone to whom a primrose is but a primrose, for which he feels no love; or as a person who perceives through feeling—that is, someone to whom a primrose is a star, a sun, a fantastic image, anything but “just” a primrose; or as a Zen master, who perceives the little plant in a way that enables the plant to reveal itself, who feels that this humble little plant unveils the entire mystery, the mystery that is the source of everything and that life embodies.

Since the beginning of human life on Earth, we have struggled with our relationship with nature. We have loved nature, hated it, used it, romanticized it, and seen it as a purely mechanical entity. Clearly, we are starting to understand that our anthropocentric approach has ultimately led us to deplete the Earth. What, then, can we do?

Actually, we need to change our manner of thinking and our awareness, rather than simply our actions. In the pages that follow, Patricia Mische recommends going one step further and transforming our political thinking with a more acute awareness of the greater global society.

I aim to show here that everything relates to everything else: our solidarity with or seclusion from all that lives, poverty, health problems, climate changes, and natural disasters. And all of it begins with our awareness—or our lack of it. Key is the point that nature will benefit if people feel a sense of solidarity with it. Becoming aware of the interaction among all life-forms can be a deeply spiritual experience. The web of life in such fragile balance, its beauty and synchronicity, is overwhelming the moment we are receptive to it. Patricia Mische refers to this receptivity as Earth literacy, “the ability to read and write the Earth.” With this ability, the world becomes a miraculous place in which to live. Rupert Sheldrake keeps rediscovering this miracle, and Hans Andeweg teaches us to listen to it. Professor Arne Naess discusses ecosophy, ecology combined with deep-earth philosophy. Gareth Patterson shares how he learned to understand the unity of all life thanks to lions. Denise Linn believes that every individual can reach deep within himself or herself to find long-sought answers to life questions. Patricia Mische adds that “if we lack an alliance with nature, we lack an alliance with ourselves.” Jane Goodall explains how in the wilderness, she feels closer to spiritual power.

Thus, we can place ourselves in the web of life as we see fit, provided we understand the power of our thoughts, for they can destroy or repair the quality of life. Masaru Emoto shows this with his astounding images of water crystals and tells us, “You need to approach water with your heart.” His words remind us that our respect directly affects both ourselves and the life-forms around us. Understanding this, Rigoberta Menchú Tum has dedicated her life to peace, offering the message that 
there is an alternative way of life, which she bases on her own ancient Mayan culture.

The quality of our life is linked with all life on Earth and beyond. This gives each of us a unique, personal responsibility. The knowledge that we are co-creators of our life on Earth, that our ideas and actions have consequences well beyond their scope, could serve to scare us and make us withdraw; but it might also enhance our awareness and add meaning to our life. The knowledge that we are creating our own reality makes life a wonderful learning process, in spite of and with all its difficulties. This in turn may give rise to new priorities with respect to society as a whole.

We sorely need these new priorities. Credo Vusamazulu Mutwa is deeply concerned about the loss of dignity among black people, seen in the complex and harsh reality that surrounds him in his part of Africa. James Wolfensohn, whom I interviewed during his tenure as president of the World Bank, sees a need for universal equality, has aimed to contribute to this cause through his work, and sees those who incite hatred as reprehensible.

All those I spoke with emphasized that neglect of our surroundings will lead to neglect of ourselves, and that our acts of destroying will cause our self-destruction. It is a matter of choice. We can choose our actions and our course. Choices become easier once we understand our position in the web of life. A new mind-set is ascending.
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I spent a year on the road with Jessica van Tijn, a journalist and personal friend, in search of these twelve remarkable people. Most are pioneers in their own disciplines, aware of the consequences of publicizing their personal discoveries and driven by an inner curiosity about life. All of our conversations were vivid, fascinating, and inspiring. These written accounts can convey only a fraction of the full substance of great themes we addressed, let alone of the people themselves. And yet my hope is that they will inspire your self-discovery. The bibliography at the end of each interview may further this effort. Science, Soul, and the Spirit of Nature is an invitation to become acquainted with this group of professionals through their special stories and insights. They 
have all dedicated their lives to searching, experiencing, studying, and sharing their findings. Interestingly, although all are well known, most did not know the others, yet revealed here is a fascinating, surprising, and somehow necessary relationship among them. Their individual differences only reinforce their common wealth of ideas and feelings, their love for our Earth.

May this book help inspire you to love the Earth and to find your way as co-creators of our common future, which is in your hands.



RIGOBERTA MENCHÚ TUM

None of us would start anything—a congress, a new job, a new business, an event—without greeting the sun and using its energies.

The weatherman has announced that an exceptional solar eclipse will take place at 5:30 in the morning, a onetime occurrence in this century. My appointments with Rigoberta Menchú Tum, Mayan winner of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize at the age of thirty-three, have been canceled three times because of her frequent travels. But today we will finally meet in Berlin. For more than a decade, she has traveled all over the world with seemingly inexhaustible energy on her mission to speak in support of peace.

I am particularly interested in hearing about her connection with the sun, for the ancient Mayan culture, through its calendar, is intimately intertwined with this celestial body. On my way to the airport, I suddenly see it: the enormous red-orange sickle of the rising sun, with  its greatest portion still concealed by the moon. The dazzling radiance through the misty morning sky is breathtaking. I feel irresistible joy as I gaze at this miracle, without being able to or wanting to understand why.

Rigoberta is in Berlin for an ecumenical conference. Our flight arrives so early that we have time for a stroll through a public park 
behind the hotel. The branches of old trees hang over the water of a large pond. Jessica points to the sign near a gnarled old plane tree—a Platanus acerifolia—right beside me. The text, intended to interest children in nature, impresses me and reminds me of a quote posted in the park where we walked before our interview: “Hör doch mal! Auch Bäume können sprechen. Die ‘Sprache’ der Bäume kann man nur erfahren, wenn man ihnen genau zuhört. Lege Dein Ohr ganz dicht an den Stamm. Was kann man hören? Kommen alle Geräusche, die Du hörst, vom Baum?” (Listen! Trees can speak, too. To hear the “language” of trees, you must listen very carefully. Place your ear close to the trunk. What do you hear? Are all the whispers you hear coming from the tree?)
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We find Rigoberta in her hotel and are met by Alfonso Alem Rojo, executive director of the Foundation Rigoberta Menchú Tum (FRMT), in Mexico. He joins us during our conversation. The sun-splashed terrace is a wonderful place to sit and talk amid lush greenery. We speak Spanish because Rigoberta does not speak English. “All I can tell you in English are a few small jokes,” she explains with a twinkle in her eyes. We get started, happy to see each other again after our previous meetings, when she had shown me dozens of photographs of mass graves in her native Guatemala on one of her visits to raise awareness of the atrocities that have occurred there.

This tiny, courageous woman from the village of Chimel in the province of El Quiché encountered death and the evil of humankind very early on. First, her brother, Patrocinio, was murdered. Soon after, her father was killed—burned alive—when the army stormed the Spanish embassy in Guatemala. He and a group of Indians from El Quiché had asked the Spanish ambassador for help in ending the repression in his country. Rigoberta’s mother was then kidnapped, severely tortured, and killed as well, even though the official data suggest that she is still alive. Because none of the remains of these family members have ever been found, Rigoberta has been unable to give them a decent burial.

Soon after losing her family, Rigoberta fled Guatemala for Europe, where she tried to call attention to the plight of her country. Her overt activism rules out returning to Guatemala. In 1983, she published her 
autobiography, Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú, with the help of the anthropologist Elizabeth Burgos. In 1992, she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Her whole life has changed since then, as she tells us. One aspect remains the same, however: Just as before receiving the award, she travels all over the world to speak about peace and justice—and to tell people about traditional Mayan culture and the importance of the wisdom of the ancient tribes for our world, for the Earth.

Rigoberta lives in Mexico City now because her own country is too dangerous for her to do her work. This is but one of the many sacrifices she makes to fulfill her mission in this life. Her fragmented experience of her son Mash’s childhood is another. She is fortunate that she can rely on her husband, Ángel, a Guatemalan like herself who also lost members of his family during the country’s dark years.

I am delighted that despite all the canceled appointments in the past year, we meet today so that Rigoberta can join the circle of people in this book.

What is nature?

Rigoberta Menchú Tum: To me, nature is the convergence of lives, of eras, and especially of people, who together form a reference to life. We would not be “life” if we did not share with the other lives on Earth. The Maya are in close contact with cosmic energies, and in this respect the energies of the mountains, the forests, and the rivers are undeniably part of our own energy. This [cosmic] energy cannot flow without their energy. I am referring not only to the energy of the living but also to the energy of the dead.

We Maya schedule our lives according to our own calendar, which consists of twenty Nlawales, which each repeat thirteen times in three hundred sixty days. Each day has a Nlawal, that we thank and honor, and which helps us with its positive energy and makes the sun rise and set and the wind pick up and subside. Nobody seems to wonder why the wind picks up or subsides. But the Maya take an integral view of life that includes these patterns as part of nature. The struggle for the environment is difficult for us to understand, considering that the Spanish word for environment (medio ambiente) literally means “half surroundings.” To us, something as important as the environment 
cannot possibly be “half”! The environment is integral, and each of us can evolve with greater strength and greater reception of the energies, or with less. In either case, elements of the Nlawal help us live in the cosmos.

During our childhood, for example, our parents teach us to write down our dreams and to remember them and talk about them. So if we have a dream, we tell our parents, because we do not always understand all our dreams. Over time, we obviously learn to understand far more about our own dreams and their meaning. At the same time, we learn to grasp the greater dimension of nature and of all living beings around us. Eventually we become highly sensitive to changes in the world and the cosmos. This makes us far more receptive than other cultures to these things. Our greatest support by far, however, is our own calendar, which goes back thousands of years.

Given that you spend so much time traveling to all corners of the world, how do you cope with all those time zones, time changes, and appointments on dates according to the Gregorian calendar? Most places you visit do not observe the Mayan calendar.

RMT: A day is a day, and sometimes you even forget the exact time and date. Of course, those two calendars [Gregorian and Mayan] do not correspond. At this moment, for example, I could not even tell you the exact date according to the Mayan calendar. My agenda is ruled by the Gregorian calendar. On days or moments that I dream something remarkable or have a “perception,” or if I feel lethargic or become interested, I can always check our calendar to search for the exact date and its significance. Our calendar usually offers an explanation for my feelings or experiences.

I feel that I always keep the “time”—the time according to the Mayan calendar—even if I am not always aware of the date. And you need not be a specialist to understand this calendar.

So the Mayan calendar is still important to the Maya?

RMT: Absolutely. There are three stages that connect each of us to this calendar: one, the moment we are conceived by our parents; two the 
moment of birth; and three, the “rhythm of the time” between one and two, which determines our behavior.

Each Nlawal has both positive and negative attributes. We all have both within us, and whether we cultivate the positive or the negative ones within ourselves is up to us.

How would you translate Nlawal?

RMT: The spirit, the universe. What makes each individual unique. You could call it a cosmic DNA.

Is it every individual’s relationship with the cosmos, sort of la cuerda unica—your unique cord that connects you with the cosmos?

RMT: Yes, and that determines the course of our lives. It is beautiful, although some people have a superficial interpretation of the indigenous cultures. They condemn our way of thinking, of living, and of believing. All this is part of our spirituality. For example, I always light a candle when I feel my energies fading, if I feel negative energy that makes me need the elements fire and light. That recharges me with new energy and helps me discard the negative energy.

But other forces are beyond my control. In such cases, I use spiritual guides, who on my behalf ask the cosmos, nature, the mountains, or the heart of the heavens and the heart of the Earth. They mediate for me and on my behalf.

What are those guides called?

RMT: In the West, especially in books, they are always referred to as shamans. I believe the Spanish made up that name for everything they associate with natural healers. The Maya have other names for their spiritual guides: In Guatemala, for example, we call them ajq’ij.

I remember that the Kogi Indians in Colombia train the “chosen ones,” or the mamas, who must live in the dark for the first eight to sixteen years of their training. What is the Mayan tradition?

RMT: In our tradition, these guides are born on a special day, at an exact time—on a day known, according to our calendar, as trece, which is the strongest symbol of all. Next, these guides need to cultivate their gift and seek spiritual enrichment.

You once said: Danos útil existencia, “Make our existence useful.” Could you elaborate on that?

RMT: Danos útil existencia was the prayer of the first Maya when they were formed and created from yellow and white maize. No tranquil and easy life, but a useful existence, so all positive forces and relations are used.

When our people pray at Mayan ceremonies, something very beautiful happens. None of the elements is overlooked at such a ceremony. We greet the rising sun to ask for light, energy, warmth, and strength. We greet the setting sun to invoke history, to ask our forefathers to give us strength and to stand by us, and to greet small night animals. We greet the wind as it picks up to clear our paths . . . When the wind dies down, we call on the energies of Mother Earth and of the seeds, so that we may blossom again, as seeds do. And when we appeal to the heavens, it is to protect ourselves in the universe, in the Void. The heart of the Earth is like our mother, a mother who nurses her children, who nurses life.

During the ceremony, we take all these elements to form what we call the Mayan Cross, which uses the six elements for the six energy points. Aside from the North, South, East, and West, symbolized by the sun rising and setting and the wind picking up and subsiding, at the top is the symbol of the cosmos, or the Void, and at the bottom is the symbol of the heart, or the Earth. This makes for a three-dimensional cross.

I associate the present lack of equilibrium in the world with the way we deal with the Earth and the fact that we have strayed so far from her . . .

RMT: I am under the impression that relationships between individuals are deteriorating, primarily because of a lack of mutual respect. It seems as if the unspoken rules of interaction are disappearing, which is causing us to lose track of everything. I am convinced that a proper social equilibrium is possible only if we respect each other. If the main purpose of our laws is to punish violations and offences and little is done 
to prevent them from happening and to avert a loss of respect for others, then the writing is on the wall.

The Mayan tradition emphasizes peace. Peace is not synonymous with absence of war. Peace is referred to as utzil, which basically means “living with goodness.” Living with goodness is based on a code of conduct, an ethical code that is based on respect. Loss of respect shifts the entire balance.

The problem is not so much that lack of respect quickly leads to offending people; that is the least of the problem and can be solved through a change of attitude. At the moment, however, I notice lack of respect in so many different situations, whether we are referring to the attitude of young people toward their elders, the way we interact with nature, or our mutual relations. Much has already been lost. I believe that the loss of standards and values is a universal trend that affects all of humankind. We need to find a new way to implement those standards and values again, for a society cannot focus exclusively on punishment rather than prevention of as many problems as possible.

Human history is filled with wars and changes in the balance of power. Even during the heyday of the Maya, life was not entirely peaceful and wars were waged. At any rate, Mayan culture has always assumed our spirituality to be the underlying principle rather than an ultimate objective.

As evidence of Rigoberta’s deep belief in the importance of respect, the Foundation Rigoberta Menchú Tum has drafted a so-called code of ethics to emphasize how much Rigoberta and the people who work with her value peace and equality in the world:

Peace cannot exist without justice.

Justice cannot exist without fairness.

Fairness cannot exist without development.

Development cannot exist without democracy.

Democracy cannot exist without respect for the identity 

and dignity of cultures and peoples.*1

Following the attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001, you said you were surprised that the entire world spoke about nothing else, that so many more people were killed during the dictatorship in Guatemala but nobody talks about them.

RMT: Yes, I am convinced that the dead in the First World are mourned far more vociferously than the dead in the Third World or in poorer countries. I remember very well that seven thousand people died during the invasion in Panama. The world took little notice, and the stock exchange was certainly not affected! Two hundred thousand have been executed in Guatemala, and about fifty thousand are still missing: family members, brothers and sisters, acquaintances. Officially, however, they are still alive. All those figures are not enough to shame or frighten the world. The worst part may be that there are now about three thousand mass graves that we have more or less traced. To think of all those unidentified human remains lying there without achieving an impact on the world . . .

When I commented on the responses to the attacks on September 11, I also considered the fourteen million people who starve to death every year in this world—and all those millions of people with cancer or AIDS who have no access to proper medical care, and the number of children who die, day after day, from curable diseases and infections. It is inexcusable that a few terrorist attacks—do not get me wrong: I am firmly opposed to such forms of terrorism—are diverting public attention from all these other problems. We need to change the global perspective that overlooks the suffering and deaths of so many millions of people. After all, that is an invisible form of terrorism.

According to NATO figures, one hundred thirty million children live on the streets, largely orphans or kids abandoned or abused by their parents, working since childhood without any prospect of education or improvement. How can we explain to them that this is the world in which they live? All these signs of imbalance in the world must affect humankind, must virtually destroy us.

Years ago I believed in world justice. I thought that in the past half century humankind had achieved consensus and a dialogue based on 
exchange. Now, I no longer believe in that and see the survival of the fittest everywhere. Nobody seems to hear anymore all the millions whom I am talking about.

In my work I try to surround myself with “regular” people. I also meet many heads of state and government leaders. I still search for leaders who maintain their standards and values in spite of everything. But I rarely meet them. That is why each of us has to accept his or her own responsibility, so that we do not entrust our fates to a few insane people who think they are the Messiah. I know a few of those heads of state who truly believe that they are the Messiah. They know nothing at all about life. Their arrogance must have gone to their heads.

What lies ahead for humankind? I do not know. All I know is that every day brings more pollution, more destruction. How will we die? From cancer, AIDS, a bomb? From starvation, violence, or loneliness?

Can you die of loneliness?

RMT: Absolutely! Then you continue as a living corpse. You may not actually die.

So many people feel they are alone in this world. If only they could find solidarity and comfort, and if only they could be heard.

RMT: We cannot accept the sadness and loneliness. We need to keep believing in a world that is more honest, more human, and more balanced. We must try to achieve a more peaceful coexistence and to lead a good life. We need to realize this Utopia. If we let ourselves be tempted to adopt a negative attitude in life, that would be a sign of overall failure in the world. That is how I feel.

Does your culture help you strike a spiritual balance?

RMT: Absolutely, even though many of us often forget how important spirituality is. We forget to stay in touch with our forefathers. In my case, living with all those concepts and principles is all very well, but when your parents and your brother are murdered . . .

One of the ways the genocide in Guatemala affected me was that I 
no longer believed anything or anyone. Should I believe that there is a God, and that there is a global equilibrium? Over time, my husband, Ángel Canil, and my son, Mash Nawaljá, have helped me regain my faith in goodness and in the importance of spirituality in life.

Rigoberta is wearing a beautiful necklace shaped like a sun, depicting a Mayan calendar on the back. I noticed it when we met earlier this morning.

What does the necklace symbolize?

RMT: I live with the sun and the Mayan calendar.

I tell Rigoberta about the solar eclipse early this morning. And I mention how remarkable it seems that we finally meet her today, on the day of the solar eclipse, knowing how important the sun is in her life and culture.

It was so moving that I cried tears of joy. What did the solar eclipse mean to you?

RMT: That the sun and the moon love each other.

Now I understand why I was filled with joy.

RMT: (Smiling) The sun is important in the Mayan Cross, with its six cosmic points, that I described. The sun is connected to two of those reference points. Our forefathers calculated the time with tremendous accuracy based on their cosmic knowledge. For that reason alone, our ties with the sun and the other cosmic elements are incredibly strong.

None of us would start anything—a congress, a new job, a new business, an event—without greeting the sun and using its energies. These energies are vast and inexhaustible.

Our relationship with the sun is so close that when we grow, we believe that our bones feed on solar energy. I believe that we are like plants: Plants raised without sun grow very differently from those that soak up energy from the sun every day. This happens with people too, for we are also part of nature.

Do you live with an awareness of the sun every day?

RMT: Yes, I even apply cream every day to protect my skin from sunburns!

I believe that the presence of the different elements and nature in people’s imaginations is a good thing. Thinking about the depth of the sea never hurt me. Taking the power of the sun and the other elements into account is very important.

All morning the sun has been shining brightly, but the elements seem to have been listening to our conversation, and rain starts to fall on the hotel terrace. As the drops fall more heavily, they force us to move to a table inside. Rigoberta continues her story.

RMT: I want to gather all tales about the sun. In our tradition we refer to Grandpa Sun and Grandma Moon, who always figure in the stories and fairy tales our grandparents tell us. This reinforces our close relationship with these elements. The solar eclipse early this morning means that today is a sign of new lives and new times. Once I am back in Mexico, I will check today’s date according to the Mayan calendar to determine its significance.

Some time after our visit, we receive information on its date from Rigoberta’s office in Mexico City. The day we met was the ninth of Q’anil, according to the Mayan calendar, which is a day with a high energy level. Q’anil symbolizes vitality and fertility. This day is associated with plants and living creatures that reproduce, while nine represents completion of something in life and expansion to a new stage. My conversation with Rigoberta was the last to be completed for this book. In keeping with the ninth of Q’anil, it is my hope that this volume will be fertile ground for new ideas and actions.

Rigoberta continues her explanation about the function and importance of the Mayan calendar.

RMT: The calendar tells us when to ask for things and when to give thanks. It also indicates which days are right for performing business 
transactions or making new friends or entering relationships. All of us have wished, at one time or another, that we had done something yesterday or that we had waited another day, because today is not at all as we had intended!

The effect depends on how receptive you are to the energies. It is a matter of intent and faith, life’s spirituality. When somebody invokes the energies of light with such force, you will feel that too. We often use fire, especially in our ceremonies. Fire is a wonderful indicator of ambience.

Is the effect also related to the attitude of a group of people present? I mean, if the entire group is receptive, does that make the effect different or more pronounced?

RMT: Alfonso Alem answers the question. He explains what happened when the different directors of the Foundation Rigoberta Menchú Tum met in January: “Like at the other gatherings, several spiritual guides attended. Most of our meetings last a week. Throughout that week, we arranged an altar in the middle of the table where we held our meetings, in keeping with the ancient Mayan custom. I do not come from a Mayan background and was deeply impressed with the use of the fire. We all noticed how the fire almost went out when we discussed complicated issues. We had to work even harder, with ever-rising dedication and conviction, to keep the fire going. You could see the glass around the candles blacken at those moments. Whenever we resolved an issue or switched the topic of conversation, the fire would flare up. So I am absolutely convinced that the elements are very sensitive to the mood of their surroundings. . . . That is why it is such a pity that some people fail to distinguish material matters from spiritual needs.”

What is our place in this world? What is the role of humankind?

RMT: I believe that the more challenges people encounter in life, the more they revert to spirituality. Sometimes this happens very slowly. We do not suddenly stop and realize what we are up to and decide at that same moment to open ourselves up. It takes time.

This time, however, is a perfect opportunity to reflect on life, on its scope and the importance of every one of us. It gives us a chance to cultivate self-confidence in our children. I believe we need to focus on our children at this time. The elderly are far more difficult to influence.

Three things matter: We have the past, which is already made. Then there is the present, which we make, for better or for worse. What really matters, though, is the future, which is still intact in everybody who has yet to be born. We need to hand down and return as much as possible to future generations. This is the main reason why I am writing fairy tales for children. Sometimes all my painful memories make going back in time difficult. But I hope that this way we can at least protect the next generation and offer them a new equilibrium.

So many other people are working with children now. Many of the people we have met for this book see this as an important and necessary course of action. It seems as if children today are far more receptive and are more open-minded when they enter the world—as if they want to show us the way . . .

RMT: We Maya believe that 2012 will be a year of major, decisive change. According to our calendar, such a change occurs once every fifty-two hundred years, when the old era ends and a new one begins. I expect the gateway to this baktún*2 to be bloodstained. The present year corresponds with tijax on the Mayan calendar, which symbolizes the onyx knife. This is also the symbol of the natural healers and physicians, as well as the symbol of violence. Since the beginning of the year, we have focused more on things that may cut life short: car accidents and other calamities, disease, natural disasters, wars. The other symbol for this year is ajaw, regarded as the formative power and architect behind this era. Considering the events of the recent past, it corresponds roughly with the following symbols: the outbreak of SARS, the second Gulf War, and earthquakes. They are all related to the approach of 
2012, which means that people have to make a special effort to prepare for this major change and have to struggle to survive. It also forces us, before we enter this new stage, to reflect on what we have done with the world and to take a look at our inner selves.

It is interesting that some kind of divide is appearing. On the one hand, people feel increasingly drawn to the spiritual aspect of life. On the other hand, there are more and more wars and ominous trends.

RMT: In Guatemala, young people are preparing. Many want to study law or medicine, or they want to become engineers. If you think about it, these are the professions where demand will be greatest. We need people to dispense justice, to keep us or make us healthy, and to help build a new society.

And what about plans to open the first Mayan university?

RMT: We still plan to establish a university in Guatemala that will offer such knowledge, experience, and tradition. We have organized three congresses, and the Academia de Lenguas Mayas already exists in Guatemala. We are now assessing the quality of Mayan education at established schools: Where is the education bilingual, which systems are used? We want to reach all twenty-four thousand teachers already involved in Mayan education and include them in the comprehensive Mayan school system.

I realize that Rigoberta has not yet answered my question about our role here on Earth. So I ask her again:

What is our place in the community of life?

RMT: We believe that people should act as trustees of the universe. Their responsibility is to provide care and to pave the way toward life and positive energies. The elderly are responsible for providing guidance, because they already have life experience. Wisdom is something that takes a lifetime to develop. We can benefit from the wisdom they have already acquired. Individual wisdom may be transformed into universal 
wisdom in this way. It is the same with human rights: Collective rights are indistinguishable from individual rights and vice versa.

Do you regard people as the most important life-form in the world?

RMT: Ask the other life-forms!

This is Rigoberta’s first response, followed by a perplexed look. She has not really understood my question. But once Alfonso Alem steps in and tries to explain, I realize why: She is unfamiliar with our Western, fragmented approach to considering life on Earth. She then replies.

RMT: How strange to divide the world into physicians who look after our health and to entrust education to teachers, our economy to economists, and culture to cultural experts. Such fragmentation is bad for life, as it inserts an impossible and inconceivable division in all things that should not be regarded as separate. A dentist, for example, cannot look only at teeth and molars and ignore signs emitted by kidneys that reveal a great deal about the problem with his patient’s teeth. Likewise, an economist cannot possibly be oblivious to the culture of a country in which he is studying or running the economy.

Many of these differences in outlook arise from the fortuna concept. This is interpreted differently in the West than in our culture. Westerners are quick to associate the concept with financial means, savings, and disposable income. To us, fortuna also signifies spiritual wealth, the great forces that humankind possesses. This wealth is protected by our spiritual guides, who warn us whenever these riches are threatened. They are not really referring to our economic situation, although that is obviously important as well. Aside from needing to keep body and soul together, I also need to harmonize my energy level with my spiritual health.

Rigoberta, if we agree that the world balance has been upset, how can we restore the equilibrium?

RMT: We need to take concrete steps. Ideally, we should use nature and natural resources, while returning to nature what it needs. This means 
that we need to invest in nature and restyle our behavior. But there are so many of us here that in the meantime—until we figure out how to behave—millions of trees die every day, and economic prosperity takes precedence over everything else.

I believe very strongly in our work at the foundation and in keeping projects as small as possible. We are struggling to preserve the holy sites of the indigenous peoples as a plan for how to deal with nature. Vast areas are not our primary concern. Sharing a common space matters far more.

This day and age require that we take specific action, and that we share the practices of our Mayan culture with all humankind. Once we open the Mayan university, we hope to enroll non-Maya as well as Maya.

How do you find the energy and inner strength to keep going?

RMT: We live only once! (Joking) But I will live twice. I will return as a coyote in my second life, and I hope there will still be mountains then! . . .

Do you consider yourself a pioneer?

RMT: Not really. In my view we accomplish so little. It takes such a long time to get anywhere.

Do you feel alone in your work?

RMT: Often I do. My work should be so much easier. Borders, for example, should not be an obstacle. Mutual, human contact should be strong enough to allow us to work together toward a common objective. Instead, everything seems to happen with such exasperating slowness. But if there is a will, there is a way. If two parties want to work together, they can achieve miracles.

Do you encounter many obstacles?

RMT: People seem to think that I am a celebrity, and that my every request is granted. That is not really true. I still have to fight to protect 
the Mayan people and to inform the world about our rights and language.

(Smiling bitterly) If my struggle were not for a collective cause, I would probably be deeply suicidal or would have died of loneliness.

What drives you? Did you begin your pursuit of a better, more honest, and fair world as a child?

RMT: I do not feel the need to search for an explanation. Things are the way they are. But I know that when I return from my travels and see girls who are as I once was . . . I have no idea why the process has become so violent since then. Sometimes I return to my native country and think: Some spirit stole my body and took it away.

Do you feel that way because of all the injustice?

RMT: Of course. Sometimes you wake up one day and suddenly long to understand and to increase your knowledge. The human mind is like a sponge that keeps absorbing new things. I absorbed knowledge, ideas, and the concept of time, which helped me understand the world. All this happened in an important, decisive period in Central America, with great thinkers, writers, critical voices, people who dreamed of change, people in search of justice and advocates of a better life. It was one of the finest and most impressive stages in my life.

Where did you find those people?

RMT: They found me! Somehow the people struggling for justice and retribution found each other. They have taught me so much.

Previously, when I left my native country, I had joined a group known as Las Hijas de Maria [Daughters of Maria]. They taught us to operate sewing machines and to clean the convent. My father always took us to church—he was a devout Catholic—where we tended the flowers and other beautiful things. I got on well with the nuns, who taught me to cook and to read and write. Eventually, I worked for a few years at the convent as the cleaning woman. I felt very much at home there. Later on, I found working at private homes to be far more difficult.

Those setbacks are the best learning experiences, in my view. I have 
often wondered where I would be had I not been through so much sadness in my childhood, if my people and my own family had not been butchered. What would I have accomplished in life? I probably would have become a nun and would never have left my village.

I was at the convent when my brothers were murdered, and I was still there when my father was killed. Later they kidnapped my mother and probably killed her as well.

Rigoberta’s voice begins to tremble as she relives these horrible memories. For a moment she seems to want to stop, to put these horrors behind her. Then she continues.

RMT: After the deaths of my brothers, I did my best to help my mother. We tried to continue somehow. Then, when they came to get my father, it all became too much. Our family—or what was left of it—fell apart. At first, I stayed. When that became too dangerous and they came after me as well, the nuns hid me in the convent. Everything happened so fast between September 1979 and April 1980. In those six months, my home life changed permanently, and neighbors, other relatives, and friends of mine were killed as well. Altogether, it permanently changed the course of my life. I was not even twenty-one, and they could easily have clipped my wings and grounded me. But I managed to fly away and received the Nobel Peace Prize at thirty-three. The murder of my parents and family, the slaughter of the Guatemalan population, made me promise myself that I would always struggle for justice for my people. That is a struggle for life.

Since I have dedicated myself to the struggle, I have been delighted to find myself surrounded by people with the same sense of solidarity. I have managed to help others, especially women, who were running from someone or something and needed shelter. This work took me to places of refuge in Mexico and other countries. Being able to help others gives me the energy to continue.

Has the Nobel Peace Prize changed your life?

RMT: Completely! Very much for the better, in some ways. It has broadened my horizons, and I feel I have made excellent use of the ten years 
that have elapsed since the award. We have launched so many different projects through the foundation, including some with short-term results and others that have been effective over the longer term. In this respect, I feel very successful and regard myself as the most fortunate and privileged woman in the world. In a way, it makes up for all the pain of the past.

Do you ever experience hatred festering within you?

RMT: No, up to now, I have not. I focus on the good things in life and feel protected by so many different people around me. I feel the support of the Mayan people and from all indigenous peoples in this world. Thanks to them, I am never truly alone. But if you are asking whether the Nobel Prize has forced me to make sacrifices, I would have to say it has. In my private life, I am no longer as free as I once was. I can no longer go to the market or run little errands. If I do, people approach me from all directions to tell me their problems, hoping I can help them with money, medication, a new hospital.

In addition to all the wonderful opportunities that the Nobel Prize has offered, I am frustrated that I cannot help everyone. It is difficult not to feel the problems of people asking me for help, but I cannot solve all those problems.

With pain in her heart and tears in her eyes, Rigoberta tells me about a woman from her neighborhood in Guatemala. This woman, like her husband, was dying of AIDS. She decided to leave her three children with Rigoberta. In the end, after the parents died, Rigoberta and her husband, Ángel, found these children a good home.

Then there are the stories of family members of those who disappeared during the junta period in Guatemala. Rigoberta spends a great deal of time and effort tracing as yet undiscovered mass graves throughout the country. In addition to helping others and expressing solidarity, she hopes ultimately to locate the remains of her own loved ones through DNA technology and to give them a worthy burial. This is of the utmost importance in the Mayan tradition and brings peace to the remaining family.

Another great sacrifice that Rigoberta has had to make to travel 
around the world most of the year is that she can experience only fragments of her own son’s childhood.

RMT: The first time I had to go back on the road was only a few days after my son, Mash, was born. When I returned, he was a month old. The second time I returned, he was a few months old. Now he is nearly grown. At nine, he is far more independent and is growing up with his cousins. Fortunately, his father is around a lot. He lives with his father more than he lives with me.

The pressure of all those questions, requests, and expectations from her fellow sufferers clearly remains a heavy burden for Rigoberta. But she knows she is not alone.

RMT: The foundation has been incredibly supportive as I cope with this responsibility. I am truly blessed with a wonderful group of people who work for the foundation all over the world. They each have their own past and relation to the atrocities in Guatemala and elsewhere. This makes us so harmonious and brings us so close to people. Without their dedication, I would be unable to perform this task.

Listening to you, I am moved that you live with such deep love. I see your gentleness clearly—despite everything that has happened. It seems as if fear has had little chance with you; you have not submitted to it.

RMT: I am indeed fearless and feel no sense of reluctance. In fact, if I were to encounter the people who tortured my mother tomorrow, I would give them a chance—first, to show remorse; second, to admit their crime; third, to help me locate the remains of my family and all those others so that we can give them a decent burial and get some distance from the tragic memories that torture us and our children. Fourth, I would give them a chance to ask our forgiveness. Such a request would not fall on deaf ears.

We always say that people who harbor hatred and vengeance will age quickly. And I hope to stay young as long as possible!

What is love?

RMT: Love is everything. People may be tired or frustrated, but not forever. I always look for a joyful side to life. Now that I am writing fairy tales, I feel like a child again. But it also makes me very sad—as I mentioned earlier—to relive my happy childhood, which was later buried in sadness.

I do not have a great many friends. I have many admirers, but I have little time to maintain personal friendships. I cannot phone friends or visit them regularly. But I love to spend time with the small group of friends I have now. We have now learned to cook Mexican food and enjoy eating together.

Love is everything in life. And my husband, Ángel, really is an angel. He is Guatemalan, too, and is a very modest background presence and a source of support and advice. Without a husband like him at my side, I doubt I would be able to accomplish everything I have. Our love is based not only on the fact that we happen to be married, but also because we truly love each other and take good care of each other. His being Mayan as well helps enormously. Sometimes he feels that I am in danger because of everything I do and the places where I travel. He has our spiritual guides watch over our house and accompany me wherever I go.

At the end of our meeting, Rigoberta raises the subject of dignity, which she believes is important for all of us and should be imparted to our children as well. That would be a wonderful gift for the new generation, she says. I offer that the greatest gift we can give the world is to overcome fear.

RMT: I feel that the great thinkers of our era—the people who can help us most in our development—do not want to think much anymore for fear of telling us the truth about this world. We need to make sure that our ideas are not “abducted” and “pledged.” We have so little dignity.

Just as we are about to say good-bye, Rigoberta adds something to her description of love.

RMT: Love also means being coherent. There must be coherence between what we say, what we live, and what we do. “Living with love” means being coherent. We need this ethical code to guide our lives and to ensure that we keep listening to each other.



MATTHIJS G. C. SCHOUTEN

Sometimes I think that separation is the sin of all sins, from which all suffering originates.

Matthijs Schouten’s dwelling in the Netherlands consists of a tiny apartment perched above an equally small women’s clothing shop in a narrow street in the city of Utrecht. A winding staircase starts at the back of the shop and ends in a study, where a remarkably tall man meets me. His hair is short, his clothes are casual, and he wears heavy shoes, as if he is ready to walk out on the bog at any time. He seems a well-grounded person, with the expressive hands of the dancer he once wanted to be. In the room are one easy chair and two straight chairs. From the window is a view of the five-hundred-year-old tower of the Dom church, whose huge clock shows it is ten in the morning.

While he makes us some tea, I look around the room, filled with many Buddha statues and rows of books: The topics of Islam and nature, Kabbalah and nature, Hinduism and nature, Christianity and nature, and Buddhism and nature all catch my eye. There is some Jung, of course, and ecological studies of all sorts. I see a series about animals, literature and poetry, and probably everything that has been written about Celtic civilization. This versatile man also studied Celtic languages and reads them with some fluency. An accomplished academic, teacher, and expert on 
nature and ecology, he feels the need to share what he knows and chooses to share with students. But he also wants to learn from them through their questions. I will come to understand how important mutuality is to him.

We sit down; I decline the easy chair because I feel I will be more alert on one of the straight chairs, and I inwardly prepare to start with my questions. Looking around the compact space filled with items representing so many fields of interest, I suppress the urge to ask him, “But, who are you?” I have to trust we will learn the answer through our discussion.

At moments during our conversation, his soul shows so purely through his eyes, as he looks over my head into the open air behind the square of the window, that I know he is sharing what is deepest within him, and it is almost embarrassing to continue watching. I wonder if it is all right for me to see so much and I realize how seldom we allow others to look into our souls through our eyes. I feel grateful for his gift and the openness of our talk, and simply wish the morning will never end. My heart opens to his love for life and I feel a kinship with this man I never met before.
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