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The Way of Abundance and Joy
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“In this era of ecological crisis, the human spirit cries out for teachings and practices that can restore balance between our species and the rest of God’s creation. Drawing from a range of genres—interviews, personal reflection, and stories—Shirley Blancke conveys the wisdom of don Alberto Taxo, a revered shaman and spiritual teacher from Ecuador, whose insights can awaken humanity to the interconnection of all beings and our responsibility to live more gently on Earth. His heart-centered perspectives will resonate with people of all faith traditions who seek healing for our planet.”

MARGARET BULLITT-JONAS, 
EPISCOPAL PRIEST, CLIMATE ACTIVIST, AND COEDITOR OF ROOTED 
AND RISING: VOICES OF COURAGE 
IN A TIME OF CLIMATE CRISIS
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Foreword

Many years ago I was leading a travel group in Peru where I met a Qechua man in Cuzco, a man from the Andes who was a pharmacist by trade . . . and who was also a shaman. However, he insisted that he wasn’t a shaman, for as many of you know, no authentic shaman ever claims the title. But when we—as a group under his direction—had created a despacho offering with coca leaves, cookies, candy, and other things as well, he engaged in ceremony with a sacred fire he had created. And when he offered the collective assemblage of all our offerings to the fire, I watched entranced as the flames actually reached toward his hands to receive them.

In a private moment with this shaman, he informed me that in response to Westernization, his peoples on the altiplano of the Andes were less inclined to live up there in the cold and grow potatoes. He smiled knowingly at me and revealed that his people wished to move down to Lima and Cuzco and engage with the Western world: living in apartments, getting jobs in banks and offices, wearing suits and ties and dresses, and having cars and computers. For them, he said, the shaman’s path was sometimes like old-fashion hocus-pocus; the practice of shamanism was beginning to fade among the traditional peoples.

Then he brightened visibly and informed me that as the shaman’s path dimmed among the traditionals, something wonderful was happening. Shamanism was taking root once more in the Western world and we Westerners could very well be the next carriers of the tradition. When I lamented that we had no long-lived tradition of the shaman’s path, he swept my reservations aside.

“It is important to understand,” he proclaimed, “that if we go far enough back, we are all descended from indigenous ancestors and they all had powerful shamans. Their ability to vision and access the hidden worlds for power, protection, and healing is one of our birthrights, no matter what our cultural origins may be. In addition, each new generation has the responsibility to restore and refresh a continuously re-created tradition, even adding to and changing the accumulating treasure of wisdom and technique. For it was always in this way that the ancient spiritual path of the shaman remained vital and meaningful to those who walked it.

“The path will change, it will evolve,” he continued, “in response to who and what you choose to become during the time given to you here on our world. It’s been like this forever; the path is immortal. It will change you as well.” He grinned with the delight of it.

In response to his thoughts, I might observe that we live in a time in which the traditional spiritual wisdom of the indigenous people around the world is being rediscovered and reconsidered by increasing numbers of Western people who are involved in an expanding spiritual awakening that is happening among us. We discover that across time, through trial and error, the traditionals created families of techniques that could be called a technology of the sacred. In this technology are bright jewels of great interest to modern mystics and spiritual seekers alike—of many persuasions. These are spiritual methods, not organized religions, which we may practice with reverence and self-discipline to make contact with transpersonal forces that reside in the hidden worlds that we may explore with their assistance.

In response our life is capable of becoming an incredibly enriched adventure.

What a gift for anthropologist Shirley Blancke to have gotten to know shaman-priest don Alberto at a deep level. What a gift for don Alberto to have had such a friend as Shirley Blancke. And what a gift that the beautiful and powerful story of their friendship is now available for us to read and witness. Together they have created a wonderful book, giving us glimpses into a non-Western culture and way of life.

In doing so, they have created very good medicine indeed.

HANK WESSELMAN, PHD (1941–2021), was a paleoanthropologist who was introduced to a shamanic worldview while researching the environments of early human fossils in Africa. He subsequently explored shamanism in Hawaii and gave workshops with his wife, Jill Kuykendall. He was author of the Spiritwalker trilogy, The Bowl of Light, The Re-Enchantment, and the award-winning Awakening to the Spirit World (with Sandra Ingerman). For additional information, visit Sharedwisdom.com.
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INTRODUCTION

My Trail Winds to Shamanism

Don Alberto Taxo is a much revered and beloved senior medicine man, or shaman, a Hatun Tayta Yachak*1 from the Andes Mountains of Ecuador. A hereditary teacher and healer of the pre-Inca Atik people of the Mt. Cotopaxi region, his influence extends far beyond the local area. He was awarded the high honor of master yachak by the Shamanic Council of South America. He was in attendance in 1992 when the Dalai Lama visited with Andean shamans of Ecuador and Peru to pass on to them spiritual responsibility for the planet because of the Tibetan understanding that this Dalai Lama would be the last. Don Alberto has traveled to the United States since 1998 to further the Andean indigenous prophecy that the Eagle and Condor will fly together in the same sky.

This is understood to be a reciprocal relationship between North and South America through which both may benefit from the respective expertise of each other’s regions. For him it requires teaching his tradition of connecting with nature to receive its help. This is a gift he extends to Westerners—many of whom have lost their connection to nature. He has also taught and been associated with some renowned shamanic practitioners in the United States such as John Perkins and Itzhak Beery, and his teachings are the subject of three books in English.

I first met don Alberto seven years ago when he gave a talk near my home. I give an elaboration of this and further events later in this book. I believe it’s important to include mention of those events here by way of an explanation as to how I came to know him initially, and then later as well in order to give the reader a more definitive account of how our relationship developed. When we first met, he seemed interested in me, showing me a poster of Mt. Cotapaxi and telling me that was where he lived. I learned from perusing his literature set out on a table that he was a shaman of the elements. By the end of the session I felt I should tell him that a dance group I belonged to was about to dance at the Old North Bridge in Concord, Massachusetts, to promote the health of water. From that moment on an association developed that seemed quickly to get onto a fast track.

I never set out to write a book about don Alberto—it happened as the result of a dream. I usually set little store by my dreams because on the rare occasions that I remember them they seem to be about anxiety. This one was different, though. Toward the end of an unusually trying New England winter five years ago I went on a family vacation with my husband and two adult children and twin grandsons to the “Mayan Riviera” on the east coast of Mexico. Swimming in a warm ocean and breathing in the balmy air provided the relaxation I needed at that time.

One day toward daybreak I experienced a vivid dream that startled me.

I found myself at the entrance to a large cave looking out on a sunlit green landscape. As I watched, a dark shadow arose from the far horizon, getting bigger and bigger until I saw it was the wings of a huge eagle shutting out the sunlight as it rose to fill the whole sky. It flew in my direction, finally landing just in front of me at the mouth of the cave. Although the light was dim, I saw that the eagle had the face of a Native American lady I knew. Then my attention was drawn to a ballpoint pen that had grown small wings and fluttered between us, drawing lines in the air. The eagle smiled and said what I took to be a jest, “Now we know why what you write is so good—you have a magic pen!” I looked more carefully at the pen and saw it was light blue with a black design by which I could identify it as mine although I was not conscious of what the design represented.

At that point I woke up. It occurred to me that the pen was one I had received unbidden in the mail. It too was light blue. Having it with me, I looked at its design. It was covered with different feathers of varying size, in black. It then came to me that the word for both feather and pen in Spanish is pluma, which I took to be a suggestion that I tell don Alberto about the dream. The upshot was that he invited me to write a book for him.

I told don Alberto I felt I had not known him long enough to write a book for him. (It had only been two years!) In addition, I had only ever written academic papers. I suggested to him that perhaps his longtime students might be persuaded to write something about how he had impacted their lives. He liked the idea and gave me a list of their names and email addresses. He also said that a book had been written about him in Spanish in Ecuador and asked if I would be interested in translating it as well as writing about my own experiences with him in Ecuador. Because of this, my approach to this book has several facets.

The main text of the first two parts consists of my translation of interviews of don Alberto conducted by the anthropologist Patricia Noriega Rivera, published in her book El vuelo del águila y el cóndor: Historia de vida del tayta yachak Alberto Taxo. Rather than placing these interviews in a context of anthropological theory as Noriega Rivera does, I am presenting their material in a different sequence in order to tell a story about don Alberto’s upbringing and teaching. Where I wished to expand on a particular topic, I recorded further interviews with him. Don Alberto’s text is set in a different font for clarity and ease of reading.

The third part of the book consists of contributions by don Alberto’s students and associates, or my interviews of them.

In terms of content, the first part of the book deals with how don Alberto was brought up by parents and grandparents who were themselves medicine people, yachaks. His father clearly expected his son would have to interact with the West in furthering the prophecy of the Eagle and the Condor, and sent him to learn from groups practicing various Western religions and philosophies. After his father’s death and his own initiation as yachak, don Alberto learned valuable lessons from a Colombian medicine man. Difficulties of don Alberto’s related to the political context at the time are outlined as well as his great belief in the value of sharing his ancestral wisdom with foreigners.

The second part of this book comprises don Alberto’s teachings: how all life is energy and how to relate to and receive help from the elements. Also discussed are some ethical ramifications following from a very different view of the nature of the cosmos than that of the West. (A description of the Andean cosmos is found in chapter 16.) In both part 1 and part 2, interwoven around his story, I relay a few of my own experiences. These are drawn from the years I have known him; I feel they help to illustrate the points don Alberto is making in the narrative.

The book’s third part is comprised of accounts by a few of his students, longtime and recent, as to how he has influenced their lives and/ or the impressions he has made on them. They include an interview of one young American man who lived with don Alberto for two years while he was training to be a yachak. My own story is given there, pertaining to how my relationship with him developed over my first two weeks in Ecuador, and how he influenced me. An important life principle for him is a willingness to experiment, or fly higher like the condor or Jonathan Livingston Seagull. This is an example he gave me without telling me why he wanted me to read that book by Richard Bach. (I hadn’t read it when it was popular in the seventies.)

Some description of my background follows here by way of an introduction to who I am and what transpired that set the groundwork to my meeting don Alberto late in life. I am an archaeologist with training in both anthropology and shamanism. I had never thought myself to be a shaman, not least because it is not something I consider that one can determine for oneself but rather is a status conferred by others. It implies that there is a community that one serves, and this is still a work in progress for me. My journey into a shamanic way of being has been slow and gradual with occasional stunning experiences. Not the least of these was my experience with the Oglala Lakota medicine man Sidney Has No Horses, whose yuwipi ceremony led me to believe our Western view of the nature of reality is inadequate. My encounter with shamanism has been one of deepening and informing what I was already doing in my life rather than catapulting me into a new kind of life as has been the experience of many who have published stories of their sudden transformation through shamanic experiences.

My first introduction to shamanism came by reading for a degree in archaeology and anthropology at Cambridge University. On looking back on my childhood though, I see that I was close to nature in a way that I am now trying to recapture. I grew up on a farm in England, roaming through the fields, learning about animals pointed out to me in the hedgerows, and picking primroses and bluebells in the woods. But what stays most vividly in my mind is looking out my bedroom window at the moon, especially the huge golden hunter’s moon that was close to the horizon in the fall that I recently experienced again in Massachusetts. The moon is liable to wake me in the early morning hours in winter, shining through my bedroom window as it does.

The academic study of shamanism fascinated me and continued to be an interest, but my early adult years were focused on archaeology. Marrying an American, I settled in the New York area and worked for several years on new exhibits for the American Museum of Natural History. On moving to Massachusetts and obtaining a doctorate, I had the great good fortune in the 1980s to get to know a senior Wampanoag medicine man by the name of John Peters Slow Turtle. He occasionally invited me to give public presentations with him. I became acquainted with him because I asked for his assistance with respect to a lecture I was asked to give on Native history in a series on the experiences of minorities in Concord, Massachusetts.

I also reconstructed the Native American history of the area as demonstrated by archaeology, for eventual new exhibits at the local museum. The residents of this town typically thought of its history as beginning with the English settlers of the seventeenth century. However, its artifacts extended back to the Ice Age. In collaboration with a Wampanoag artist, I recently created a turtle out of artifacts that represent a time line of that history; it is now on permanent display at the museum.

It was through my friendship with Slow Turtle that I gradually got drawn into a shamanic view of life without realizing that was happening. Slow Turtle explained to me that he was sponsoring powwows as a means of building community among Native Americans. In attending some of these I realized the importance of dance as a means to that end. I had been raised in a family that did not practice a religion, although I experimented briefly with church attendance as a young adult. By this time of my life, when I was in my middle age, I began again to feel a need for some kind of spiritual expression.

I joined a sacred dance group that gave programs in churches, nursing homes, and even prisons and whenever possible involved the audience in the movement. The group’s inspiration, “Then weave for us a garment of brightness,” came from a Tewa Pueblo prayer poem “The Song of the Skyloom.” It describes a weaving together of various aspects of nature—the morning and evening light, the rain, and the grass—and offers gratitude to the Creator for the joys of life, which is a deep, shamanic perspective.

Eventually I joined the Episcopal Church, whose liberal expression of Christianity appealed to me. As well, its music reminded me of my grandfather, a man I knew well, who served as the organist in an Anglican Church without belonging to it. At this time I experimented with shamanism by attending a weekend retreat given by the well-known American shaman and anthropologist Michael Harner. I didn’t think shamanism was for me, but looking back on the experience I realized that I was afraid. In my view there need be no separation between formal religious expression and a shamanic perspective if one understands the mythic aspect of religion. I see these as different but related facets of spirituality. Joining a hands-on healing group in my church offered me a means of following a shamanic path by giving back to a community. It is also of course a Christian path.

It took dance to launch me further into shamanism. In 2001 I attended a Sacred Dance Guild Festival in Hawaii. The drumming associated with four days of training in traditional male-style hula taught by a kahuna put me into an altered state wherein my emotions swung up and down like a roller coaster. This was a deeply unsettling experience for me, accustomed as I was to controlling my emotions in true British fashion. The dancing produced a high but I also found myself grieving the loss of a cherished friend in a way I had not done before. Slow Turtle had died in 1997.

After the festival, for the two weeks that I remained in Hawaii I heard blissful and relaxing Hawaiian guitar music, only to discover—when I returned to Hawaii another time and heard none—it had been in my head. On recounting this to a friend, she gave me a shamanic book entitled Spiritwalker by Hank Wesselman, another American shaman-anthropologist; the book was set in Hawaii. Although I had not been searching for a shamanic teacher, after reading the book, I felt that I had finally encountered someone who could be the right teacher for me. He graciously responded to my email and I took his classes in shamanic practice for ten years. At the end he urged me to try to write about the wisdom of an indigenous leader to preserve this knowledge.

It was my first encounter with don Alberto that again shook my confidence in my Western culture’s understanding of the nature of existence. He was to give a talk that was only fifteen minutes from my home, which I had learned about from a friend who thought I might be interested. I had not heard a South American indigenous medicine man speak in a long time, but I almost didn’t go as it was a very hot June evening. My decision to attend was casual to the point of being offhand. But on my way there I felt strangely excited and wondered why.

What I eventually learned from don Alberto catapulted me into an image of myself that was new and that continues to evolve over time. His aim is to help people live more abundantly. The title of this book is based on the name of one of his workshops entitled Abundant Life: An Introduction to the Rituals of Andean Spirituality. The principle of Sumak Kausay, “Abundant Life,” is basic to the spirituality of the Andes. I have become drawn into don Alberto’s life in a way I would not have thought possible, a way that brings continued magic and excitement into my experiences through my exploration into the mysteries of the Great Spirit of Life, or God.
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1

A Walk in Quito

“Do you want to come for a walk?”

Don Alberto’s baritone penetrated my slumber sufficiently that I cocked an eye open to look at the clock. It was 7:00 a.m. No way! my inner night owl screeched, but in a moment I was awake enough to think, You fool, how could you pass up a chance to walk with such a remarkable man? The opportunity might never come again.

“Give me five minutes!” I called out.

It was a sun-drenched morning in Quito, the capital of Ecuador. At nine thousand feet, it is an Andean mountain city with spectacular views of distant volcanoes. We passed through the vine-covered outer gate of the hotel where we were staying, and the sun lit up don Alberto’s bright orange T-shirt and bronze shaven head. I happened to have put on an orange shirt myself that morning, and we both wore beige pants, so we appeared to be twins except that my light skin felt merely a pale shadow next to his.

A FOR SALE sign was attached to the hotel. Don Alberto pointed to it. “This building will probably be torn down and replaced by a faceless concrete structure as has happened to all these blocks around here,” he told me.

The hotel was a charming, small, Spanish-style building constructed in the 1930s. We were a couple of blocks from a big city park where the large national cultural museum was located. This was an area that, before all the new building, had been an indigenous area of town. Don Alberto knew it well because he’d been born a few blocks away and had grown up here. At that time the residents were all indigenous and people wore distinctive clothes—but not anymore. “Now they look like me,” he said, indicating his T-shirt.

A September nip was in the air as we headed downhill toward the park. At our feet the roots of stunted and severely pollarded trees had extended under the concrete, beyond the small open circles left for the base of their trunks, creating big fissures in the sidewalk as the roots heaved upward to find moisture. “Look at the power of nature,” he said, gesturing to the trees, “to break out of obstacles and create new leaves on those stunted trunks.”

This led naturally to discussing the new pachakuti, a “turning over” to a new age already in motion. “It will bring women to the fore and, like the trees, they will be breaking away from the obstacles that constrict them. Men are afraid of women because when they really come into their power, men will have to take an inferior position. All the beings in our cosmology are female,” don Alberto added.

Just before reaching the park we came to the patio of a gloomy concrete building, the former American embassy, on a side street. “My mother used to have a space inside there where she set out textiles for sale,” don Alberto said, and mimed being weighed down by a heavy load on his back.

“Did she make them?”

“Yes, we all did in the family. There was a loom set up in our house so that whenever anyone had a moment they would weave.”

Going on to the park we reached a grassy area with shade trees where children’s swings and play furniture were set up. It was deserted at that time in the morning. “I like to bring Waira here when she is with me,” he said, referring to his eleven-year-old daughter.

We moved on past the Casa de Cultura, a huge edifice taking up the space of a city block. Casa de Cultura houses both the national archaeological museum and a large government department overseeing all aspects of culture in the Ecuadorian nation. Patty Noriega Rivera, who is an apprentice of don Alberto’s, works there.

We passed the museum and walked for some time in the city until I lost my sense of direction; eventually we stopped at a small park. There were four life-size bronze statues of poets in the middle of the grassy expanse.

“I knew two of them,” he said gesturing casually. “This is very close to where I went to school. After class I used to come here with my classmates and we would fight.”

“Why was that?”

“They used to pick on me because I was indigenous. In the beginning, I didn’t want to go to school but my father insisted, and I got good enough at fighting that I could beat them all in the end. They left me alone after that.”

A look of pride and a slow smile spread over his handsome face as he remembered the small boy who overcame fear to become victorious in a hostile environment.

“Why didn’t the teachers step in to stop it?” 

“They were just as bad; they would hit me too.”

As we made our way back to the hotel and breakfast, we saw a gorgeous pink laburnum tree weighed down with blossoms leaning over a garden wall to the street. I had never seen pink laburnum before but had fond memories of the yellow kind that had graced my childhood in England. “I want one of those for La Loma,” don Alberto said, referring to his home in Quilajaló, a village close to the town of Salcedo two hours south of Quito by bus.

My official name is Luis Alberto Taco Chicaiza, and I was born on March 20, 1954.1 About my parents: My mother’s name is Tránsito Chicaiza Mallinquinga, and my father was José Taco Conterón. Both came from communities in the Salcedo area, my mother from Quilajaló, and my father from Salache. I was given my name, Taxo, in 1989, as a practitioner of Andean traditional medicine. It refers to the plant we are familiar with here and its fruit of the same name. I was known publicly by the name Taxo in the indigenous uprising of 1991.

According to the taytas and mamas [elders or mentors, literally “fathers” and “mothers” in Kichwa] who gave me this name, it was bestowed on me because I have the qualities of this plant. They say that all this plant needs is a foothold, a spot such as a tree or some such place, which will allow it to grow up and establish itself. Almost all year it produces flowers and fruit, but keeps on expanding while putting out flowers and fruit. I’ve had a large number of taytas and mamas. I call tayta or mama not only my biological parents and grandparents, but all those who have been in my life from whom I have learned or with whom I have shared wisdom. I’ve had very many from all regions of Ecuador—the coast, the sierra, and the east—as well as from Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, and Teotihuacan in Mexico.

My mother came to Quito because my parents were practitioners of our traditions; my father as much as my mother. At that time there was persecution, especially by a certain current in the Catholic Church that believed that they were witches, or practitioners of bad things. And so my grandfather was persecuted, my father too, and during one of these persecutions my mother was pregnant. Quito was a center within whose boundaries there were many indigenous communities, and I was born in the community of Pambachupa. It is on the northeast side of Quito where the Avenida La Gasca continues toward the east.

These persecutions lasted only a short time, I think three to six months, and shortly thereafter we were able to be with my grandparents. At first we would leave at night and arrive at dawn, but later we stayed until my father was no longer persecuted.

My maternal grandfather, and more insistently my father, determined that I was to go to school when I was nine years old. After a few months my courage failed me, and crying I told my father that I wasn’t going to learn anything there, what were they going to teach me? But my father told me I would learn to read there, so I then went to my grandfather to tell him I didn’t want to go. He hugged me very gently and said, “Pacha chayangi chaipimi kikinya rikungui imagu alli kanka yachaykuna”*2 (The time will come when you will see this is useful, necessary, and good). After that I didn’t protest anymore and finished school.

To the questions I was asked in exams or in class I deliberately answered what the truth was for me, even though I knew they were going to say this was wrong and would give me a zero. For example, they would say that minerals are not alive or water is not alive, and I would say, but they are alive. And they would say too that water has no smell, or color, or taste, and I would say, no, each spring has a different taste. And so they got annoyed a lot, and at times ordered me out of the classroom, but I put up with it.

I thought that the kind of indigenous education I had received was typical of the whole world, but when I got to know city people, I realized this wasn’t so. They don’t feel the water or the earth. They think that water, earth, wind, and fire aren’t alive, and so it’s impossible for them to be able to communicate with these elements. This was when I understood that I had been blessed to receive such an education.

As I remember, my grandfather told me that his grandfather had the responsibility of being a yachak, and as I came to know when I reached the age of reason, my grandfather was a tayta yachak, as was my father also. My father, before leaving his body, told me I needed to continue this responsibility.

None of us ate meat—neither my grandparents, parents, nor I—because all of us had a mission as tayta yachaks, and we could not eat meat because of our vision of nature and being in communion with it. It is also necessary for everyone to recover how to be in harmony with plants, animals, the elements, and stones. I want us to know the practices of daily living, the exercises or kuyuris that our ancestors engaged in every day at daybreak. For them it was basic to welcome the day in the open, as a form of thanks. They bathed with plants and engaged in limpiezas, or cleansings and natural purges; they sunbathed, took steam baths, and fasted.

This we know as Sumak Kausay, which means “Living Well” or “Well-Being.” We are in an important period, a special pacha (timespace moment), talking of something my grandparents talked of but now the elders speak about it extremely openly: Sumak Kausay. Our governments may not know what that is perhaps, but it is very important that this ancient term be spread around on all sides and is in everyone’s mouth. This is what we need to recover from our ancestors: a healthy diet without so many chemicals and without meat, too. In the past, while the eating of meat was not nonexistent, it was limited, and only took place during important fiestas. It was not consumed on a daily basis and as indiscriminately as it is now. The relationship with the animals that our ancestors ate—the guinea pig, small hen, llama, and deer—was direct. Some they raised and fed, but also before going on a hunt they prepared themselves by conversing with the animal and making a ritual of thanksgiving to them for offering their meat. Cattle and pigs did not exist here; they were brought from Europe.

There will be people who feel drawn to eating chicken, who long to eat it, and when they stop in front of a store window, they really desire to eat it. If you are one of these people, then do so. Thank the Great Spirit, and feel happy to be eating what you like. I don’t eat my little animal friends, but for the person who feels deprived, or suffers, or dreams of eating chicken, I say do it, so that you experience it and enjoy what you like and are happy.

Each person has his or her walk and we walk in different ways. No path is the same, not even in the physical sphere. We all have feet but we don’t walk the same way. We can all have similarity of movement in certain parts of our bodies, but no one can walk in exactly the same way. The path of power on which we walk, the Qhapaq Ñan, is the same—no one is behind or ahead. We are all exactly where we are meant to be in the present moment, although there are times when people feel they are behind because they are paying attention to someone who is ahead. If you feel you are behind, then move forward and hurry up to arrive at where you feel you are meant to be.

I once asked don Alberto why it was worse to eat meat than plants given that both plants and animals are alive and part of nature. He replied that plants exist to be eaten while that is not necessarily the case with animals. While this rationale might be debated, balance in what we eat is certainly a desirable goal for one’s health, an idea that Americans are increasingly coming to appreciate.
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Grandparent Wisdom

I teach the way of Qhapaq Ñan, the path of power, of feeling, the path of opening our awareness all the time. This is the Andean path.1 This is my ñan, my road, one I have traveled my whole life, and I feel I shall persevere on it up to my last drop of blood. I have handed my whole life over to this dream and until I leave my body, I will struggle for the dream of Qhapaq Ñan.

We, the people of North and South, belong together as Eagle and Condor. We have been together before and it is no accident that we should be together again now. Being together validates the prophecy of my ancestors: “The time will come when the Eagle of the North and the Condor of the South fly together in the same sky.”

In this life it is important to combine the Eagle’s gift with that of the Condor. We need both powers, the Eagle’s, which is the power of the mind and which includes the gift of science and technology, and the Condor’s, which is the power of the heart and which includes the gift of sensing or feeling and of being able to connect with the elements of nature. These two powers, of mind and of heart, are within each one of us. We need to fly together and they need to fly together within us: the Eagle’s power of thinking and planning, the Condor’s of sensing and connecting.

The sky represents our daily life. To fly is to enjoy each moment of our daily life and, from this experience of life, continue to spontaneously express gratitude. This prophecy is saying that when the Condor and 
Eagle are flying in the same sky, we will be in harmony. What I am bringing is the Condor’s power, the power of having the ability to sense and feel everywhere at every moment. This is the power of the Condor of the Andes.

When I was young my grandmother said to me, “Nothing in life is negative. Some circumstance may be difficult, but when it has passed and we have left it behind, we need to recognize that we are coming out of it with more knowledge, and we are always learning something new. The great majority of people don’t remember the good things when everything goes well. My advice to you is to remember the Great Spirit every moment of every day, and one way to do it is with gratitude.”

Every moment and every place present us with great opportunities. Don’t think that we have certain magical and unique places that allow us to be connected and enter into harmony; the whole world is special and each and every moment is special. In every action we pay attention to, each place we occupy, and in every moment of the day, we can fill ourselves up with thankfulness. In the same way when we go to sleep, we can appreciate and relive everything we did during the day. And our dreams will be lessons about our lives, our walk.

When we leave our bodies in bed, we can do things we can’t do when we have a body in this reality, and we can understand things we don’t otherwise understand on Earth. We are one with Mother Nature and receive her benefits. Life’s problems are natural, but Mother Earth helps us understand these things and be happy.

When we eat we have an opportunity to increase our intimacy with our Mother Earth; in breathing we are handed an opportunity for intimate relationship with air; when we feel heat in our bodies, or feel friendship, this is a channel of communication with sacred fire. Drinking water and washing ourselves are great opportunities for cleansing our physical parts as well as other aspects of us that need to be cleansed. In this way our lives become transparent and fluid. Birds don’t struggle against the wind, they use it to rise up, and trees make a sound when the wind is strong. Many possibilities exist for transforming moments when one is blocked or in situations that are difficult. These problems can help us walk more carefully in life and with more knowledge and awareness.

We need to give thanks not only when the sun is shining but also when the clouds are dark and rain falls. We may give thanks for all of our moments of regret. I know the mind will say we are crazy. How can we give thanks for difficult moments? I can assure you that when we do it, as my grandmother taught me, we will have more power to resolve adverse circumstances, and I know, I have lived this. It is wonderful to feel this. When the wind blows very strongly against us, when the difficulty is very great, we can fly higher; this is what I learned from the condor. The condor waits until there is a strong wind against it because it is the largest bird in the world,*3 so that when a strong, contrary wind comes up, it hurls itself in the direction of the abyss and flies higher. When difficulties come to us, we have great opportunities for discovering wisdom inside of ourselves.

I don’t call difficulties problems because difficulties come on our behalf, and I remember what my grandfather said, “When you begin to give thanks with your whole heart and fully throw yourself into it, you will have flown higher. I can feel and give thanks for these gifts everywhere, at every moment, and after it one will be in harmony with life so that a problem becomes less and less insoluble. Many times difficulties are our teachers. It’s very simple; we should never close ourselves to receiving life’s gifts, but we have to be open in mind and heart to receive them. Every element—everything—exists in this reality to help us receive the gifts we need to receive. Because of this, every moment is an opportunity.

“Reaching this connection with the elements is the moment when respect and gratitude emerge. One doesn’t need to think about being grateful because it comes naturally; we become aware that we depend on the elements, and that we are a part of the great energy force of life, and that great force of life is a part of us.”

You know that, historically, indigenous people have not been treated well, and even now fair treatment doesn’t exist. In spite of all this, we express gratitude to Earth. We help plants grow and then we harvest, and at every moment we express gratitude either with words or mentally, showing our intentions. At the time of harvest we have a celebration and prepare all the kinds of grain that Mother Earth gifts us.

In summary, I want to emphasize that in life every activity is an opportunity to express gratitude in a natural way. We give thanks for things spontaneously because we feel love for the earth, not feeling it as a duty that we ought to be grateful. We are thankful for everything we receive, even if we don’t like or understand it. As far as I am concerned punishment doesn’t exist in Creation.

There are many things that we don’t like and repudiate, but in time we recognize they are necessary for us. We only want and ask for the things we like, and when the opposite comes we believe the Creator has not heard us. However, it may be that when we ask for what we want and life doesn’t give it to us, it’s because what we want is not appropriate for us at that moment in our lives. My elders taught me to give thanks both for what I receive and what I don’t receive. In giving thanks for a difficult moment, being grateful for it, this difficulty will disappear and grow lighter. It’s possible it may be a lesson, but never a punishment.

There are many people who are not conscious of what they receive every morning when they wake. They think they need more things and ask for them. I consider that we should give thanks for all the marvelous gifts we receive every day with our whole heart and in a way that is sincere and spontaneous. Give thanks for what we are able to see—that we can walk, breathe, feel distinct textures—and give a huge amount of thanks for what we can smell. We offer thanks through our songs, and through pleasure and joy. But people have forgotten how to be joyful; they are serious growing up.

We don’t allow our children to be serious. Happiness is a way of giving thanks to life, and kids perhaps don’t say thank you, thank you, but through their happiness and their games they express gratitude to life. In my tradition we are always having fiestas with the whole community. Everyone takes part. The house is open and everyone comes in, eats, dances, and participates. No one is invited, but everyone comes. In this way we give thanks at every moment with our whole heart. Our way of life is threaded with gratitude.

Allpa Mama, Mother Earth, is like our own mother. When our physical mother gives us food, when we eat with gratitude and happiness and eat everything she gives us, Mother offers us a little more because she sees we are eating with delight and joy and gratitude, and that we are eating everything and might like more. Our Allpa Mama is the same way. If she sees we receive the food she gives us with love, and that we take pleasure in and feel the eating and connect ourselves with her, she always offers more. We eat with gratitude to continue to receive Mother Earth’s gifts and aim not to leave even a single grain of quinoa on the plate.

The chroniclers said we were savages because we went about laughing and happy all the time. That was because before the Spanish arrival we knew nothing of the concept of sin that the church imposed. For us, to be with God was, and is, to be happy, but for Catholics, their approach to life is marked by original sin and sorrow. Our way of living has to be happiness; we need to wake up happy. If the day before was bad, something sad happened, we shouldn’t go on being sorrowful or negative the following day because this will mean we’ll spend the whole day in the same state.

What do we hope for in life? Happiness, of course, and tranquility and peace. To provide an example, if we are hungry, where do we go if not the kitchen? Or do we go to the bathroom or living room? No, we go to where we need to go to acquire food and be able to eat. And so if we want to go in the direction of happiness, what does our approach to life need to be? Should we be negative, sad, and bitter perhaps? No, we need to be joyful and content. We need to smile and have a positive mental attitude. We need to be with God, and this is being with God.

This is a time in which we must go beyond good and evil. All this is relative because all moral systems have been put in place by human morality. Who can decide whether this or that thing is good or bad? By what parameters do we judge, by what mandates? If what we call “good” were not to exist, neither would what we call “bad.” In my way of seeing things, they are complementary and necessary for equilibrium to exist.

When we succeed in finding harmony on our path, when we are happy with the energetic frequency we desire, and when we are successful in developing our two cerebral hemispheres, the concept of good and bad becomes moot. The left hemisphere controls logic and the right intuition, and when we allow Western knowledge and Andean wisdom to sprout and fly in the same sky of every human being’s life, we find the equilibrium we need. The Chakana, the indigenous cross, like everything, is marked off and divided into four parts that shape the whole. These are the Hanan Pacha or upper and superior realm; the Kay Pacha, the middle and terrestrial realm; the Uku Pacha, the lower and subhuman realm; and the Sumak Pacha, all of it the union of the other three. One can observe this plan in macrocosmic and microcosmic terms, including in the human body as a whole. And so the Chakana has these parts that are constitutive of the whole, and it can reflect that realm in which a human being can grow.*4

What I mean to say is that if a human being encounters harmony in the development of the two brain hemispheres, he or she can be located at any point in the Chakana, in the upper, middle, or lower plane, and wherever it is, the concept of good and bad is void. Human morality would say that a man is good if he is placed in the Hanan Pacha because that is where celestial beings develop, and he would be bad if he is found in the Uku Pacha. However, this is so only in human conception. The presence of good and bad is necessary for harmony to exist in the development of life. If this were not so, what would happen to the Western concept? What would have happened if Judas [his betrayal of Jesus] had not existed? The prophecy of salvation simply would not have been realized. We can’t say just because of this that Judas was bad; his actions were necessary in that time and space. I am not justifying by any concept actions that can do harm to other people. I am just saying that their presence and effects are necessary in this aspect of the Chakana.

The lady who hosted don Alberto for the talk where I first met him wanted to go to Ecuador to receive healing from him for a fall she had suffered and asked me to accompany her. On that trip I eventually found myself alone with him. Given this, I asked him about something I’d been curious about ever since our initial meeting in Concord, Massachusetts, wherein I had experienced a very strange phenomenon, the likes of which I had never experienced before.

After his fascinating talk, don Alberto and I were standing about fifteen feet away from each other. As I asked the interpreter to tell him about my dance group’s dance to honor water, don Alberto was turned away from me. On hearing the translation, he suddenly wheeled around to face me, and as he did so, a ray of light, laser-like in its focus, shot out from his eyes and curled its way into mine. It lasted only a few seconds but it was definitely real: it dazzled me. I did not at that moment have a chance to ask him what it meant, but I was amazed.

Later in Ecuador when I found myself alone with him, I had the opportunity to ask him about this very strange thing that had happened between us. At first he seemed unsure of what to say, perhaps evaluating whether I could accept what he was about to tell me. He then knocked me backward by saying it was a signal we had known each other in previous lives. Never having given any serious thought to the possibility of other lives, this presented me with a challenge to my whole understanding of life. It was something that was to happen time and again in my association with don Alberto.

Before going to Ecuador I was working with a small group of people to explore shamanic journeying. On two occasions I had the same shamanic waking dream: I found myself to be an eagle flying with a condor around the snowcapped peak of Mt. Cotopaxi. I understood the condor to be don Alberto and I was the eagle. I was quite sure my ego was intruding on my ability to vision properly, as I simply did not think this could be a reflection of reality. He was a senior medicine man but who was I?

During my first trip to Ecuador, don Alberto took my traveling companion and me to participate in sweat lodge ceremonies he was conducting for an extended family and their friends. At the outset, when fifteen people were gathered, he made some introductory remarks and then introduced me as the Eagle of the North, handing me his drum and asking me to sing a song. I froze. Could my shamanic vision be a reality?

Don Alberto came up to me and whispered, “En inglés, en inglés,” and I thought There’s no way I can sing in Spanish but what am I going to sing in English? Mercifully, what came to me was a song I knew from an Irish folk singer’s album that I sang or hummed while he spoke further to the participants. The song goes like this:

There is a ship that sails the sea that is as deep as deep may be, but not as deep as the love I’m in, I know not if I sink or swim.*5

I know full well there is not just one Eagle of the North, but this brought my shamanic journeys home to me and I realized I could not simply dismiss them as dreams that had no reflection in reality.
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