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In honor and gratitude to Ahau And in friendship and gratitude to the Maya People of Chuwilá


[image: image]

Hombro a hombro, pies a pies, descalzos y con cara al sol. (Shoulder to shoulder, foot to foot, barefoot and [always] facing the Sun.)

MAYA SAYING



TRANSCENDENT WISDOM OF THE MAYA
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“Transcendent Wisdom of the Maya bridges the Western 
scientific worldview and the spiritual world of the Maya brilliantly. Its wonderful photographs and detailed storytelling are very compelling. I have enjoyed time with the Maya in the Yucatan, and Gabriela’s wonderful stories of weaving, dancing, healing, and divining brought it all back to me as if I’d never left. Her description of her welcoming ceremony by the Quiché Maya is a significant contribution to anthropological literature, and the New Era celebration in 2012 offers hope for our future. This is a heartfelt and genuine story of Maya life, a must-read for understanding their time cycles and culture.”

BARBARA HAND CLOW, AUTHOR OF THE MAYAN CODE AND AWAKENING THE PLANETARY MIND

“Gabriela Jurosz-Landa’s rich and enlightening book is a surprising spiritual journey to mysterious cultures, an inner-self journey, and possibly a road map for our culture’s future survival. Her destined journey from her native Czechoslovakia to Germany to the United States and Guatemala, where she was initiated as a daykeeper (shaman-priestess), is fascinating. Gabriela generously shares deep knowledge and wisdom of the ancient Maya heritage as she takes us through the process of her initiation. I highly recommend this superb book.”

ITZHAK BEERY, AUTHOR OF THE GIFT OF SHAMANISM AND
SHAMANIC HEALING AND EDITOR OF SHAMANIC TRANSFORMATION

“This book brings to life glimpses of the ancient Maya sacred texts and artwork. It is a gift to see their ancient underlying beliefs live on through the Quiché Maya of Chichicastenango.”

ERIKA BUENAFLOR, M.A., J.D., AUTHOR OF CLEANSING RITES OF 
CURANDERISMO AND CURANDERISMO SOUL RETRIEVAL

“Ancient Maya culture comes alive in Gabriela Jurosz-Landa’s Transcendent Wisdom of the Maya. The book offers many insights into centuries-old rituals and spirituality which are still lived today by contemporary Maya. Filled with personal observations from fieldwork, the author presents studious thoughts and goes deep into Maya mythology to contrast the Western worldview.”

STUART A. GOLDMAN, EXECUTIVE PRODUCER OF THE PBS SERIES JOSEPH 
CAMPBELL: MYTHOS

“If you suspect that our technologically proficient culture is losing its soul, then dive into Transcendent Wisdom of the Maya where you will find an entrancing alternative to the relentless sense of urgency that dominates our times.”

RAND FLEM-ATH, LIBRARIAN AND COAUTHOR OF ATLANTIS BENEATH THE 
ICE
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Foreword

THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE MAYA WORLDVIEW

José Luis Tigüilá NABÉ kaxbaltzij (Spokesperson of the Maya municipality)

At the closing of the Oxlajuj Baktun on 12/21/12, one era ended, and a new one—the Jun Akabal or Jun Baktun—began. The greatness of the Maya world is based on the wisdom of our ancestors; grandfathers and grandmothers, who left the history embodied in the writings and through the continuity of our spiritual guides, THE AJKIJ,*1 who give life to it today, those who, with the gift (talent) of the word as a pillar of strength to achieve the defense of the Maya peoples, have begun the copious work of expanding Maya knowledge to offer to the world its first opportunity to get to know a world unknown within the history of the creation of man. [The ancient Maya put their inspiration from the spiritual world into the texts, and today’s ajq’ijab—through the same method of receiving messages from the spiritual world—can read what was put into the words back then.]†2

The ethical, philosophical, and mystical arguments of the Maya vision of the world and of life in the Maya culture are contained in many sacred books, including the Chilam Balam; the Rabinal Achi; the Codices of Dresden, Madrid, Paris, and Grolier; and especially the Pop Wuj. Strengthening the knowledge of the young indigenous authorities [by passing the ancestral knowledge on to them because the young indigenous authorities are educated mostly in the Western way and the elders are soon to be gone] is the means to knowledge for the world and future generations. The interlocution [exchange of knowledge from the elder generation to the younger] validates the full effort of the practiced traditions [those of the spoken word, action, traditions, and usage] as they were followed through millennia by the Maya people. There is evidence that to the Maya people the universe is a system of systems—systems in which diverse and autonomous units are articulated.

The grandfathers and grandmothers gathered under the shadow of AJAW (God) initiated the PIXAP*3 to decide whether the knowledge of the Maya people should remain immersed in anonymity and be called all kinds of adjectives, such as INDOLENT, ILLITERATE, IGNORANT [as has been the case], or whether it was time to present the ancestral knowledge embedded in each of the sons of the Maya people, who have received the strength of the knowledge orally and through experiential living. The result of the great PIXAP was to start the process of extracting knowledge from the elders and present it to all people who want to learn about the Maya world, and especially to those who want to understand the Maya philosophy—to understand the Maya world, you must think like a Maya.



 

 

 

WE DO NOT STUDY THE POP VUH, 

WE WRITE AND LIVE THE POP VUH.

WE DO NOT STUDY THE MAYA CODICES, 

WE WRITE AND LIVE THE MAYA CODICES. 

WE NEED TO STRIVE TO THE FUTURE,

FOOT BY FOOT, SHOULDER BY 

SHOULDER, FACING THE SUN AND 

WIND, BAREFOOTED, BUT WITH 

SECURE STEP.

JOSÉ LUIS TIGÜILÁ, 2018



Preface

WIDENING THE SCOPE OF SCIENCE

In the field of anthropology today, we encounter a multitude of theories that lack the ability to translate the findings of academia to application in actual reality, an objective in any human activity. Deeply revering the educative principles of the social reformer Comenius,*4 who was a proponent of practical universal education and delineated a teaching method that proposed the gradual learning of comprehensive, practicable concepts, I decided to write this book from a less theoretical and more evocative and personal perspective. Having had the opportunity to actively dive into Maya spiritual practice as a shaman-priestess initiate, my anthropologic contribution is to give insight into contemporary Maya life and its philosophy, customs, and spiritual practices as they are vibrantly lived today within an unchanged cosmology that has been transmitted from ancient Maya times. Along with this lively portrait of real Maya life, it is also my desire to present a viable alternative to the current Western philosophy by offering axioms for intercultural comparison.

Claude Lévi-Strauss, Margaret Mead, Franz Boas, and many older and younger anthropologists experienced uncanny occurrences when they exposed themselves to foreign societies. Their experiences in the field, however, have been taken to be less important than their rationalized theoretical conclusions. As I see it, in the study of consciousness giving testimony of one’s experiencing something or gaining insight into someone else’s experience and living it to an extent is valuable and true to reality compared with context-limited theories. Recent anthropological theories and methods have contributed greatly to the advancement of the discipline. The explanation, interpretation, and conceptualization of these theories, however, still leaves open questions: Do the conclusions lead to a deeper understanding of reality, and are they universally applicable to society?

The answer comes down to substance, physical and metaphysical, touchable (material) or possible to experience via other senses than touch (metaphysical “matter”), which results through the mythos of life. Ultimately, most traditional and contemporary theories formed up until now have largely ignored the metaphysical core of anthropology. For fear of colliding with the rational principles of science, recent anthropology is still caving in to seeking no more than partial knowledge and in doing so betrays its raison d’être, which lies in studying people to understand their ways of thinking and living. The task of our discipline should always be to link observed behavior to the inner workings of a culture and compare them to Western thought. Why else study behavior, if not to understand it and relate it to the principles of one’s own thought to extend and enrich one’s life, and in the process rescue knowledge that once was as common in Europe as it is in traditional societies today? It is here where science and modern spirituality intersect. Physicists admit that they have not so far reached ontological awareness of our timespace existence and operate on only partial knowledge. Science, without metaphysics, cannot come to true results unless it defines these results exclusively as findings of physical reality. To do this, science separates physical reality from nonphysical reality. To enrich the future of science, I consider it essential to widen its scope to include spiritual science and experience so as to create a dialogue. Without openness to accepting spiritual knowledge of native peoples as a core of knowing about man, and without translating this knowledge for the realm of rational science, anthropology will never get out of the corner it has backed itself into, where it is hiding instead of leading. If anthropology cannot hold up its significance as a science because spirituality is not rationally provable, and if the field of science in the twenty-first century, where we talk about the relativity of time and space, more-dimensionality, and even multiverses, cannot be extended to something researching the unprovable even though it is a fundamental part of being human, anthropology might want to consider forming a discipline that permits advancement into a space beyond.

Ideally, Western science will consider two approaches. One is to reclaim pre-Christian philosophical concepts, the other is to broaden its study to include non-Western cosmologies, including their metaphysical dimensions, to advance its understanding of the dynamism of time and space that quantum physics has already begun to discover. To do so, science may want to open itself to a different method, one that phenomenology or metametaphysics, if extended to further disciplines, could possibly provide.

By phenomenological means, which studies “objects” through direct experience, this book will provide a view into Maya consciousness by showing examples of the real and everyday practices of the Maya people, who have managed to preserve much that the Inquisition made extinct in Europe and elsewhere. This work attempts to reconstruct the spiritual parts of life that have been lost in Western culture due to its gradual rationalization.

Many people educated in Westernized societies are currently realizing the limits of Western rationalism. Aiming to reconnect to a holistic life experience, they search for spiritual engagement and its connection to daily life. I was given the opportunity to experience such a connection while living with the Maya spiritual caste and “ordinary” people who vividly and constantly communicated with their higher-ups in heaven, as our ancestors used to be able to do. In a give-and-take relationship, they cherished God, the saints, and the numinous energies that dwell among them. In doing so, they receive support from these entities in return.

Trapped in a world of convenience, many of us today have lost touch with this network of nature and the universe. Whether or not you recognize this lost connection, I hope this book will help you encounter or enhance your own spiritual life.



INTRODUCTION

THE CONTEMPORARY SEARCH FOR MEANING

Christianity triumphed in the world and became a universal religion only because it detached itself from the climate of the Greco-Oriental mysteries and proclaimed itself a religion of salvation accessible to all.

When religious historian Mircea Eliade wrote the above words in 1958 (Eliade 2012, 17), a new, globalized society was already under way. Questioning the status quo, politically as well as spiritually, and in light of a globalized life, many people began to incorporate other religions and spiritual practices into the one with which they grew up. Who would have thought that so many people would abandon the church of their heritage, and who could have envisioned that a practice such as yoga would become mainstream in the West? On the verge of economic and political globalization, Western people today once again request spiritual holism—possibly one that, independent of cultural and geographical separation, would one day unite people around the globe. 

Today, people in industrialized societies lack the idea of a unified world. They live in a dual world, at most. While physically occupying the natural world, one also inhabits a world proposed by science and its prolongation—technology. Occupying a position of dominance in Western daily life, the concept of the machine tends to overrun humanity. A redefinition of humanity as a hybrid of natural being and machine is already in progress. The microchip, the Sofia robot, and the Watson or Tianhe supercomputers are starting to infiltrate the mass media and with it our homes.

With life divided into specialized sectors, the essential sense of life unity once provided by spirituality and/or religion has been lost for many. A new philosophical or spiritual infrastructure, or “Überbau,” to hold together the different fabrics and worlds of life today has not yet been created. But a new search for meaning is under way, and people in the modern world are looking to churches and tribal spirituality for answers.

People travel to the Amazon to learn from the shamans or to India to practice yoga to expand their minds’ capacities. They delve deeper into the knowledge of the people and nature of the Himalayas, and they replace conventional diet and medicine with their organic and holistic equivalents.

In the meantime, in our universities, young scientists from different fields studying the Self are still learning to oppose the idea of morality (psychology) versus memory (neuroscience). Examining a phenomenon from an extreme perspective consequently leads to extraneous ideas that are equally extreme. Not surprising is the fact that exploring spirituality scientifically may lead to the judgment that everything nonscientific is suspicious, a notion bundled in the terms mystical and occult. These unsatisfyingly ambiguous terms do not express the natural quality of their content.

To the nonscientist, there is nothing mystical about any form of conversation with God or numinous beings—whether in so-called tribal context or via world religions. Rather than touching the heart, contemporary science often points a finger, and most of the time true mind and common sense fall to scientific rational limitation, which today quite often has a heartless and inhuman demeanor that easily binds with the emotionless machine.

But how should people who are little educated in matters of the heart, and who move ever deeper toward a mechanized reality, even recognize their lack of understanding and awareness? The dividing discourse of contemporary science tends to neglect the question of what unites humans with each other and with their surroundings, because the answer to such a question is not measurable.

That which is sacred tends to unite. So how does the definition of human being, as a unifying entity, fit into today’s scientist’s perception? “Self” and “thought,” two of the foremost ideas explored by psychology, have been defined distinctly by many throughout history. By studying the Greek author Homer, we notice that he did not define a gap between thinking and feeling (Rappe 1995, 75). This opposition to the Western post-Greek worldview (more specifically post-Descartes) needs adjusting. One cannot find a true orientation in the world when looking at thinking and feeling as two separate concepts disconnected from each other. For when these entities are separated, one becomes easy prey for manipulation. Unfortunately, those who are able to unify the spirituality of thinking and feeling are sometimes seen as a threat and can become the subjects of persecution.*5

Universally, people’s reactions and decisions primarily originate from what Czech phenomenologist Jan Patočka called the “natural world,” which is originally and intrinsically a part of reality that is tied to human nature. Not able to withstand the pressure of critical thinking, we stopped trusting our basic instinct. John Amos Comenius, and here is our connection to the Maya, showed the importance of returning to understanding the essences of phenomena—simply their original and true meaning, which in Western society today often gets lost or diluted. We can easily do so through thinking, and we reach satisfactory results when thinking and feeling are unified and make a trine with the spiritual realm. Comenius’s method is to start out simple and gradually tie in more complex learning without losing the connection to the essential meaning or, as Patočka would call it, the natural world. This process is not a one-way street. It requires stretching the muscle of reflexivity, as thinking and living are reflexive processes. But many Westerners today do not actively stop to consider the world around them or experience it fully. Having lost control of spirituality over time, Westerners today inhabit a matrix in which they are subject and victim to scientific and marketing paradigms. Gradually, more and more power is taken from them by a power-holding minority.








The value of spiritual unity between humans and nature, the trophy of creation, has splintered, and many Westerners now rank at the level of mere goods. In a fragmented world, people may have impressions, observations, thoughts, and memories, but these singular pieces do not form a unified reality, a dynamic world that is alive and subjective (Patočka 1992, 98). Instead of creating their own spirituality, the masses nowadays choose advertised ideas and follow the teachings and movements of an instructor, such as a celebrity preacher or yoga teacher. 

According to phenomenologists, understanding things out of our personal perception is an ability based in the natural world. Science, on the contrary, aims to objectivize the world. The natural world, however, cannot contain what is not objectively explainable. Therefore, it cannot function as a counterargument for objectivism.

Rationality removes humans from their original, natural Self so that a large part of their actions and thoughts are alienated from their nature. Since Descartes, we have been told that rationality is the path to the Self, whereas in reality it is only when the Self is rooted in nature that it can make sense of the world. That process of “sense-making” involves all the senses, including those not of the mind and its tools of rationality. The scientific process that crept into the general understanding of the world, inundated by the pretentious world of advertising and the inescapable role models of the film and TV industry, slices up the unity of the world without creating what Jan Patočka (1992, 98) would call a “net of interactions” that causes a discrepancy that Patočka sees as a crisis of the soul in humans. A world filled with objectivity does not allow people to feel free to make spontaneous decisions or to choose based on interest, away from outside pressure. People living in such a system often perceive freedom, but because their Self is often not rooted in its natural foundation, it has been subjected to outside forces. People start seeing themselves as objects rather than human beings (Patočka 1992, 5). This perception alienates people from their natural Self even further, causing them to finally give up on themselves and start adhering to and relying on the guidance of outer forces—such as the gym instructor, a TV persona, the chef in a cooking show, or a political leader—and unconsciously disintegrating their natural identity and forming one that is alien to their natural being. This sounds like a dark picture, but to many it is real.

The Maya, too, live in a dual, if not a quadruple, world.*6 Theirs, however, is bound together by mythical substance. Based on—and accepting—their common primary events and their resulting history (which in many ways is the repetition of the primary events), as well as spirituality and a daily life bound to 
nature, the traditional Maya strive for unity rather than divergence. Their objective is not to abandon or change what their forefathers planted but to be as true to it as possible and to respect the judgment of their forefathers. Because they believe that those ancestors received direct instructions from the Creator(s), they consider that knowledge to be pure (or close to pure). Maya “repetition of the primary events” is essential for ensuring that their origin will not be lost, and it serves as the basis for complex thought. This concept correlates with Comenius’s “tying together basic thought and complex multitude.” Complexity results from simplicity.

As to unity cracked open into multiple forms, the Maya recognize both as existing in one and the same realm of existence. That means that every complex thought can be related to its origin. The traditional Maya recognize the need for change to keep things moving, and historic events such as the European Conquest shook up and changed their lives profoundly. Nevertheless, they relate and weigh every change against the primordial event, holding the consciousness alive. In this way, their rituals and customs ultimately serve to keep the world together. Without a balance between fragmentation and unity and without a unifying philosophy, the world could disintegrate in a way that humans could not handle.

Meanwhile, many Westerners have mocked and discarded this sacred connection. Some even demean altogether the idea of a personal or impersonal Creator or energy who gave humans a blueprint.

Since communication between the Creator’s forces and human beings is mostly nonverbal, humans need to be in tune with a variety of forms of communication to understand this blueprint. They must also level their energy and its frequency with that of the numinous being(s) in order to make contact possible. Traditional societies, such as the Maya, have specialists who cultivate this knowledge of communication. They live and heal by listening to the input of higher forces through the method we call “shamanism.” In a lecture titled “Why Shamanism Works,” given at Yale University in April 2017, Jan van Alphen summarized how the art of convincing influences the brain.

Most illnesses are mental. This fact has been repeated, the reason however has not. Among the various dimensions of the human body, the head is the seat of the brain. The brain is central to the human body, because it manages all other body parts. The organs function due to decisions in the brain. Their vital energy is determined there. The brain holds the major power over all human endeavors, wellbeing, and his overall existence. So how is it that we doctor the different parts of the body instead of impinging on the brain? It is that simple.

To influence the brain, frequencies work. Sound, color, light, fragrances, and ultimately love. A voice can speak affirmative prayers, a drum produces full and round sounds, a bag of seeds creates a sound like ants leaving the body. Pleasant colors and fragrances over time affect the brain and can transform its stuck beliefs. If someone else can convince you of something, your brain is convinced. The art of the shaman is ultimately the art of convincing. Otherwise, one is stuck believing that the physician can do better.

Shamanism is known to be well advanced in the nonphysical realm of brain function, something Western medicine tends to ignore. As anthropologists, we explore foreign cultures for comparison with our own. A major part of our discipline involves the study of medicinal plants, and shamanism can help to bridge the gap between native shamanic practice and Western medicine.
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My Maya journey started with visions in childhood that led me to study anthropology and to live in Guatemala, meet the leader of the Maya Quiché, and dive into the practice of cultural-spiritual traditions by observation, participation, and initiation. Part 1 of this book describes my encounter with the Maya Highest Authority and the 2012 turning of time. The spiritual-cultural expression in that weeklong event demonstrated Maya cosmology and how Maya life is based on calendars. The first part of the book also introduces my concept of time, backed by the Maya perception. Part 2 focuses on daily life, which is based on calendrical spiritual principles, as well as other ritual events I was invited to attend. Part 3 recounts the day-to-day process of my initiation in 2015 as a Maya shaman-priestess according to the Maya Cholq’ij calendar.

Throughout my university studies, I realized that the goal of anthropological work should be to combine the originally common fundamental principles and their expressions in other cultures with the Western way of life in order to reconstruct some of what was lost by historic developments—such as the Inquisition and Enlightenment—when rationality raged through Europe and the world. The compared cultures can learn from, enrich, and perhaps even heal each other. I would argue that if Western culture would put more effort into sowing science into society spiritually instead of speeding off in the name of progress and only making sense of the world on a limited rational basis, humanity would be more whole and live its existence the way it was designed to be lived. Though Spirit often needs time, which does not fit into the contemporary idea of effectiveness, hopefully modern humanity will take this direction.
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Map of Guatemala showing Chichicastenango, where I lived while completing my research. Used with permission from worldatlas.com.



PART 1

2012—THE END AND THE BEGINNING OF AN ERA




1
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A JOURNEY INTO MAYA HISTORY AND TRADITION

When Don Tomás Calvo Mateo gave me a big smile and invited me to attend the celebrations of the New Era in Guatemala, I knew that I would embark on a journey that would lead me into the past and future—mine and that of an eternal, even mythical, people.

I met Don Tomás in New York City. At that time he was accepted by many Maya groups as the highest authority of the Maya people in Guatemala. It was in October 2012 when he, accompanied by his administrative team, came to visit New York for the first time, having been invited by an organization called Maya Now. They had planned various appearances at the UN, New York University, and Central Park, some of which had to be canceled because of Hurricane Sandy.

My meeting them happened by chance—or by prediction. In 2001, still living in Guatemala, I dreamed that I would frequent many airports for twelve “levels of a hotel,” which I interpreted as twelve years. After that, I would return to the Maya pyramids. It happened exactly like that.

Living in New York, it took me three years to stop being homesick for Guatemala, where I had spent a good part of six years between 1995 and 2001. After that the idea of exploring the spiritual traditions in an anthropological and personal manner slowly subsided and didn’t cross my mind for many years, until one specific day . . .

I was in a neighborhood café getting some sun, which was rare among the skyscrapers in NoHo, New York. Sipping my morning coffee, I noticed a man at the table next to me, reading a book on the Maya. It then struck me that too many years had passed since I had thought of Maya life, and that I should look into the matter again. Having been a “typical New Yorker” for some time, I had embraced my scholarly existence as an art critic more than my existence as an anthropologist trained in Maya culture and had been covering art for European magazines for several years.

I went home that day thinking that I should contact the Maya Elders. I had never had any particular personal contact with the leaders of the Maya or with any of the shamans in Guatemala. I did have an Austrian friend who had lived in Guatemala for eighteen years and had been initiated into Maya shamanism. Back in 1999, I ran a gallery in her building complex in Antigua, Guatemala. We had seen each other on and off in Vienna, where she lived now, and now the thought crossed my mind to get in touch with her. Antigua is a colonial mestizo town surrounded by Maya villages and filled with the presence of Maya people who come to sell their goods and buy other, needed ones. Today it is frequented by many tourists and is home to many expats.

My friend had left Guatemala when her daughter was kidnapped in 2001, and so had I. In spite of the peace treaty that was signed between the government and the guerrilla groups in 1996, danger still lurked in the streets. Strolling passersby often entered my gallery, and sometimes they were unnerving; a stranger followed me home one night, because he knew where I lived. A sculpture got stolen, and my friend’s daughter was kidnapped. The sixteen-year-old girl was released in a public Dumpster, and she made her way back home. But her kidnapping was the last straw for this friend and for me. Having had enough of being afraid all the time, I left Guatemala and began a new life in New York City.

I ended up not asking my friend as I was not comfortable asking friends for favors. As it turned out, reaching out to her was not necessary. From the New York café, I went upstairs into the loft on Great Jones Street, where I lived at the time. At my computer, I opened my emails and saw an invitation from New York University, featuring the visit of Don Tomás Calvo Mateo, the Maya leader, on his first-time visit to New York. Even today I am still in the dark as to how they got my email address and why they sent me notices. Don Tomás’s whole schedule was listed, from the UN visit that afternoon to a ceremonial appearance on an open field at Central Park the next Saturday. I was stunned. I could only think, “God responded fast, even without having asked him for anything.” I spent the day in a haze, organizing while trying to make sense of the email.

I was due to leave the house in the early evening to meet a pho- tographer friend who had come from Prague to photograph New York bridges for a photo book. Descending the stairs, I met my upstairs neighbor Itzhak Beery by chance. Although Itzhak is now a respected healer, the founder of the New York Shamanic Circle, and the author of three books, he was not yet famous at that time. I only knew that he was some sort of a shaman, educated in the jungles of Ecuador. Until that day, in the fifteen years we lived in the same building, we had never talked much, and the stairs are just too narrow and strenuous to allow for meaningful encounters.

In this chance meeting on the stairs of one building in a city of eight million people, I said to him, “I suppose you know that the Maya leader is in town?” He looked at me and, showing me the bundle on his shoulder hiding a drum in a bag, said, “Yes, that is where I am going right now, to the UN” The UN meeting, as I found out later, included only a handful of people, and I had actually met one of them during that split-second meeting on the stairs to my apartment.

What Itzhak and I didn’t know was in what bizarre circumstances we were soon to become friends. I didn’t go that day, or the next, but I did go to the gathering in Central Park. I expected that many people would show up for the appearance of the Maya leader. After all, Don Tomás was to the Maya what the Dalai Lama is to Buddhists.

However, as it turned out, there hadn’t been a lot of PR for Don Tomás. When I got to the park, a small group of people were preparing for him by setting up a circle on a hilltop. I tried to introduce myself but quickly realized that these organizers were a tight group of people, not very open to outsiders. I stayed to the side and didn’t even speak much to Itzhak, who was with the organizers.

At some point, Don Tomás appeared with three men dressed in traditional clothes and one in a suit from the 1970s. The one in the suit stayed to the side, two of the others took a position outside the circle, observing the group from the back, and the third translated into Spanish what Don Tomás was saying in Quiché, which included a greeting, a thanking, and a message for the future. Then Don Tomás swung a jar with incense back and forth and walked to each of the participants and sanctified us individually with prayers.

As the leader performed his prayers, the man in the suit, Julio David Diaz Chay, addressed me, pulling me out of the group. We spoke in Spanish. He didn’t seem surprised when I told him that I had lived in Guatemala and had been to Chichicastenango. I didn’t tell him how scared I was there, some fifteen years before, one night when I observed the strange processions of feathered icons among a crowd of Maya people in the scarcely lit narrow streets. Julio David introduced me to Don Tomás and the other Maya men, and Don Tomás invited me to the nightly ceremony at the photographer’s house where they were staying for the ten days of their visit. And so I went.

I arrived on time. The little yard behind the town house was filled with chairs and people, but one seat in the first row was vacant. So I sat in it as if it had been reserved for me. The translator from the Central Park gathering turned out to be not only the scribe but also Don Tomás’s right hand. He had been educated at a Belgian university as an engineer and was fluent in three languages and some English. He came up to me while assisting Don Tomás with the initiation of the ceremony. As is the Maya tradition, he thanked me for coming.

The leader started talking into the fire while swinging a jar with incense over the flames, which lit up the dark Manhattan night. Later he invited a young Guatemalan mestizo couple over and honored them before the fire. I did not know what was going on, but somehow he was binding them to do or be something throughout the rest of their lives—a very Maya thing to do.

I found out later that the young woman worked at the UN, and Don Tomás and his team thought that she could be of some assistance to further the Maya cause at the UN. What they didn’t know was that she actually worked in the African division and had nothing to do with Guatemala besides being Guatemalan herself. After the ceremony there was a reception in the house. We took photos with each other and were happy in each other’s company—the Maya and the Westerners and me, who felt like something in between.

After most of the people had left, I offered to show Don Tomás and his group around town. He and the two older men were tired and stayed at the town house, but the two younger people and some of the organizing Maya Now group came along in their minibus. Naturally, I took them to Times Square. Julio David and I walked while conversing and lost contact with the group. As we walked the streets of Manhattan, oblivious to the fluorescent lights and street noise and in a world in between time and space, he told me a lot about Maya life and traditions, and I wondered what anyone could possibly learn about that culture at a university alone or even by living in a town of mixed cultures, as I had.

Around 1:00 a.m., at Bryant Park, I put him into a taxi and sent him back to the photographer’s house to get some sleep. The next day, Hurricane Sandy struck. Downtown, we had no electricity, and there was no way to get uptown. The subway was inundated, and the few buses that ran were overcrowded. The rain stopped two days later, and I had had enough of being stuck downtown.


OEBPS/images/9781591433354_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781591433354_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781591433354_cvi.jpg
TRANSCENDENT
WISDOM OF THE

MAYA

The Ceremonies and Symbolism
of a Living Tradition

Y™ P

GABRIELA JUROSZ-LAN DA

roreworp By José Luis Tigiiild NABE kaxbaltzij,
Spokesperson of the Maya municipality





OEBPS/images/9781591433354_004.jpg
Mexico






OEBPS/images/9781591433354_tp.jpg
TRANSCENDENT
WISD®M OF THE

MAYA

The Ceremonies and Symbolism
of a Living Tradition

GABRIELA JUROSZ-LANDA

&

Bear & Company

Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/9781591433354_001.jpg





