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Curanderismo

SOUL RETRIEVAL
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“Erika Buenaflor writes about a topic that is near and dear to me and my students of traditional medicine at the University of New Mexico. She has researched and clarified soul retrieval practices that we refer to as energetic/spiritual cleansings or limpias that are still used in traditional medicine practices around the world, especially Mexico. Her writings have linked limpias to the four cardinal directions connecting us to Mother Earth. Erika has offered an appreciation of Mesoamerican culture and wisdom in regard to holistic healing of body, mind, and spirit.”

ELISEO “CHEO” TORRES, ADMINISTRATOR AND PROFESSOR AT THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO AND AUTHOR OF CURANDERISMO: THE ART OF TRADITIONAL MEDICINE WITHOUT BORDERS

“Once again Erika Buenaflor has written a very useful and insightful text based on Mesoamerican healing practices—this time specifically on soul retrieval, or the reclaiming of our sacred energy force. Her sensitive and informed treatment of this much-needed practice in our current times relies on ancient indigenous knowledge that helps us return to our authentic selves in relationship to the sacred cosmic forces. The author’s reclaiming of this knowledge while being aware of adaptations for modern living is most relevant to those interested in the spiritual and healing powers of the original cultures of this continent.”

LARA MEDINA, PH.D., PROFESSOR IN THE DEPARTMENT OF CHICANA AND CHICANO STUDIES AT CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY

“Erika Buenaflor’s book demystifies one of curanderismo’s most frequently treated health conditions—susto, or soul loss. The frequently undiagnosed and misunderstood condition of soul loss requires the treatment of soul retrieval, which may only be addressed by a curanderx. Buenaflor’s understanding of soul retrieval renders susto and its treatment understandable for all.”

TONY ZAVALETA, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF CURANDERO CONVERSATIONS AND AUTHOR OF EL NIÑO FIDENCIO AND THE FIDENCISTAS

“This book is the transformational work of a skillful and knowledgeable guide. Buenaflor has gathered many difficult-to-access historical sources from the indigenous peoples of Mexico and studied them with deep respect and attention. To help us retrieve the broken pieces of ourselves, Buenaflor has done a remarkable work of retrieval and translation, coaxing ancient texts and images to speak to us today from centuries and ages past. Readers will feel themselves transported into the religious and spiritual realms of the historical Mexican sacred and then guided back into the present to consider how they might be used by healers today.”

JENNIFER SCHEPER HUGHES, PH.D., ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, RIVERSIDE

“This book provides an excellent inroad to understanding shamanic healing as it was practiced in ancient times by the Maya and Mexica, especially when it comes to soul retrieval. This is not a topic that is easy to research, but Erika Buenaflor has done a profound study of a wealth of anthropological and ancient sources to provide a comprehensive view. Modern people are not always aware that the four cosmic directions are real (and actually quantized) powers to which they are always connected. Yet, from this book we can learn about how to make use of them for healing.”

CARL JOHAN CALLEMAN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE MAYAN CALENDAR AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

“In our day and age where we are experiencing an epidemic of soul loss in our world, our planet needs the medicine found within Erika Buenaflor’s work Curanderismo Soul Retrieval. Bringing back the heart and shamanic medicine found within Mesoamerica, Buenaflor takes readers on a shamanic journey where she details the soul retrieval practices and ceremonies found within the ancient world of the Mexica and Maya shamans. Whether you’re an advanced shamanic practitioner seeking to enrich your shamanic tool box or you’re seeking ways to heal and transform your life, this book will have shamanic magic and medicine for you.”

LINDA STAR WOLF, PH.D., AUTHOR OF SHAMANIC BREATHWORK, FOUNDER OF VENUS RISING ASSOCIATION FOR TRANSFORMATION, AND CREATOR OF THE SHAMANIC BREATHWORK PROCESS



Introduction

When I Realized I was Disassociated from My Indigenous Spirit, I Realized I had been in a Numb Liminal Middle Space, Nepantla, Not Here or There

I Realized A Critical Part of Me was Missing

Through this Realization, Nepantla, then Became a Liminal Space of Conflict, Confusion, and Purgatory

A Space Where I Began My Metamorphoses into Various Warriors of Light, Reclaiming Myself, and Becoming Unshakeable Faith

As I Embraced Faith, I Embraced Myself, and Saw Through The Illusions of Separateness, Conflict, and Confusion

Then, I began to Embrace and Surf the Waves of Nepantla

Nepantla as a Liminal Middle Space Became an Unfixed Metaphorical Space, An Axis Mundi, A World Tree that acts as a Bridge to All Worlds, Realities, and Dimensions

I remembered my Infinite Essence, I Am That I Am

The Xicana, Bruja, Curandera, Feminist Scholar, That I Adore, began to Love, Flow, and Transfigure with Nepantla

And it was at this Point That My Indigenous Spirit Came Back Home Into My Sacred Heart

BY ERIKA BUENAFLOR

This book delves into a shamanic healing tradition that is grounded in ancient Mesoamerican principles. It shows how to facilitate soul retrieval using an eclectic Latin American shamanic healing practice called curanderismo.*1 It treats soul retrieval (known as susto in Spanish) as a dynamic process and, most importantly, fosters a lasting retrieval of lost soul pieces. Rather than simply assuming that the first trance journey or session will result in a lasting soul retrieval, or that someone is truly ready for the integration (as numerous soul retrieval modalities do), it provides a more fluid approach that can encompass various scenarios and types and degrees of traumas. It honors the deep healing processes that soul retrieval typically entails.

This soul retrieval practice is premised on the ancient Mesoamerican belief that our soul is contained by our physical body but also extends beyond it to connect to the infinite intelligence of the personal and collective 
consciousness and existence. It is also based on the understanding that the soul is sacred essence energy that animates and sustains the health and well-being of the physical body, internal energy centers, and the subtle energetic bodies—mental, emotional, etheric, astral, celestial, and causal. (Throughout this book I will use the terms soul and sacred essence energy interchangeably.) The soul can leave the body as a way of coping with a challenging situation or a cluster of them.

Soul loss can happen in varying degrees, depending on the type of trauma, how it is experienced, temporal and spatial occurrences, and many other complex and intertwined circumstances. Unfortunately, the loss of a part or parts of our soul typically manifests in negative ways, including recurrent difficult patterns, physical ailments, depression, insomnia, and other misfortunes. These symptoms will continue to occur and play out in different ways until we begin to address and retrieve the loss of our soul piece(s). Soul pieces that have not returned, or have left once again, have done so typically because the person is engaging in or allowing some kind of analogous circumstances that caused the soul loss in the first place.

Soul retrieval helps us to realize resolution and closure in places in our lives that have blocked our growth and evolution. It can help us heal on many levels; move forward with elevated clarity; become more self-aware; stand in our power in a loving, authentic way; and experience greater self-love. It also enables us to manifest with greater impeccability, because we have more of our sacred essence energy intact. Soul retrieval can be done unconsciously, without our calling it that or even knowing it is happening. Nonetheless, it is helpful to become conscious of the process so that it can be done more effectively and reduce the likelihood that it will have to be repeated.

This soul retrieval practice draws from ancient Mesoamerican indigenous beliefs, particularly those of the ancient Mexica and Maya concerning the soul, soul diagnosis, soul retrieval rites, shamanic animal coessences, and nonordinary realms—the Underworld, Middleworld, and Upperworld. It is also rooted in the indigenous practice of honoring, respecting, and creating sacred space within the cardinal spaces and the belief that these spaces store and emit sacred essence energy.1 Consequently, the soul retrieval process always takes place within a sacred space, and we are constantly replenishing our sacred essence energy when consciously working with the medicine and wisdom of the cardinal spaces.

Barbara, one of my curandera mentors, who lived in the Yucatán at the time, taught me the core methodology of this soul retrieval practice. Barbara was from Mexico City and had been trained in both Nahua and Mexica curanderismo traditions,*2 as well as Yucatec Maya ones. While Barbara taught me the core methodology of this soul retrieval practice, I had another mentor, Malina, with whom I integrated the practice of trance-journeying from the sacred heart into this curanderismo soul retrieval practice. Malina, who was from New Mexico, had also been trained in Mexica and Yucatec Maya curanderismo traditions. As I disclose in my first book, Cleansing Rites of Curanderismo, in greater depth, I did most of my training in the Yucatán with curanderx†3 that had lived there all of their lives and/or were trained in Yucatec Maya practices, and also with others who were versed in Mexica shamanic traditions.

Barbara taught me this type of soul retrieval after I told her about a disappointing experience I had had with another soul retrieval modality I learned in the States. A well-respected holistic teacher and practitioner had come to me for a soul retrieval session. I was honored that she wanted to work with me. During our session, I journeyed and saw a scenario in which her daughter had come to her and told her that her stepfather was molesting her. Soon after, in scenes played out in fast-forward motion, I saw that my client did not have her husband leave the home, and as a result her soul pieces had been splattered throughout many realms in the ensuing years. I used a crystal to weave all of her soul pieces and bring them back into her. When I came out of the trance, I was unsure whether what I had seen was literally or metaphorically true and relayed the information with love and compassion. When she began to cry profusely, I got the sense that what I had seen was literally true. She thanked me for the healing and seemed to be at peace. I recommended that she come back to see me so that we could work on integrating the lost soul pieces. She agreed and gave me an enormous hug. I never heard from her again and was taken off the invitation list from her classes and events.

A couple of months after my session, I went to the Yucatán to visit my mentors and shared my discouraging experience with Barbara. She responded that the Western approach was very typical—a quick fix, taking a pill for immediate relief without dealing with the underlying issues, an approach that in turn often caused other illnesses. She taught me the modality that is discussed in this book by taking me through my own soul retrieval process. It was one of the most powerful and transformational healing and awakening processes I have ever experienced.

This soul retrieval practice is flexible and takes place within the wisdom and medicines of the cardinal spaces: South, West, North, East, and Center. By journeying into these cardinal spaces and working with them we can replenish our sacred essence energy, as well as create, honor, and recognize a sacred portal within us to permanently retrieve our soul pieces. People can journey into all of the cardinal spaces in one trance journey/session or can journey into them on separate occasions; either way working with the wisdom and medicine of each cardinal space may need to be repeated. The journeys described in this book can be done by someone who is working either on their own or with a curanderx, shaman, healing practitioner, or therapist.

Along with explaining the wisdoms of the four cardinal spaces and how to work with them, this book provides complementary exercises for inducing trance states to journey into the cardinal spaces and the nonordinary realms—the Underworld, Middleworld, and Upperworld. (These exercises can be used with other soul retrieval modalities.) The book also contains different limpias (spiritual cleansing rites) for healing, awareness, and renewal; magical rites that support new beginnings and growth; and contemplative exercises that promote a more graceful and successful soul retrieval process.

For the ancient Mesoamerican shamans, the meanings of these cardinal spaces were multilayered and were not necessarily contained within a fixed space. Similarly, soul retrieval is not always experienced as linear or running along a clean, circular path. It can be jagged and bumpy; many times, spaces, and lessons may need to be re-revisited in order to make our sacred heart a healthy and loving space for our soul pieces to return.


ANCIENT MESOAMERICAN ROOTS

[image: image]

Recognizing the Cardinal Spaces to Work in Sacred Space and Engage in Sacred Rites

It is problematic to say that any modern Mesoamerican indigenous practice is completely grounded in ancient Mesoamerican indigenous traditions 
and practices due to complex dialectical processes and factors, including 
conquest, colonialism, contact and interaction, sex, race, class, religion, and 
temporal and spatial differences. Quibbling about whether a practice or 
tradition is authentic or inauthentic tends to obfuscate and misconstrue the 
complexities of developing cultural practices and the numerous factors that 
shape them. The arguments over the “authentic/inauthentic” dichotomy often 
simply result in consolidating the presumptions of the status quo, and masking the power dynamics of who controls what is considered normative. The ancient Mesoamerican peoples may or may not have journeyed into the wisdom of each cardinal space for soul retrieval; at least I was unable to find any records of such. Nevertheless, ancient Mesoamerican indigenous ideologies form the core base of this soul retrieval practice and guide the undergirding reasons for journeying into and honoring the cardinal spaces.

Curandera Maria Elena Avila, in Woman Who Glows in the Dark, and Jamie Sams, in Dancing the Dream: The Seven Sacred Paths of Human Transformation, both explain practices of soul retrieval like those in this book: the meanings of and associations with the five cardinal directions are similar. The process of soul retrieval they describe is generally predicated on creating a nurturing and loving space before the soul piece returns. Avila explains that the process she learned comes from ancient and modern Aztec traditions. Sams asserts that her process originates with Seneca and Cherokee traditions. My mentor learned her practice from both modern Nahua curanderx from Puebla, Mexico, as well as modern Yucatec Maya curanderx. She explained to me that the fundamental premise of this modality is shared by the ancient Mexica and Yucatec Maya; by honoring and working with the five cardinal spaces—South, West, North, East, and Center—we can open up a portal to nonordinary realms, work within sacred space, and replenish our sacred essence energy.

The ways in which the ancient Mesoamerican peoples called in, recognized, and honored the cardinal spaces and their supernatural associations varied greatly. The purposes included working within a portal to access nonordinary 
realms; acknowledging that the work is sacred and is being done in a sacred 
space; welcoming in divine guidance; renewing, healing, and cleansing oneself and the space where the rites are taking place; and retrieving something within nonordinary realms.

In their rites the ancient Mexica and other peoples of the Aztec empire would make offerings to the cardinal spaces, welcoming their deities into the earthly realms. During the Ochpaniztli rites, corn of the four colors was cast to the cardinal directions to honor and welcome in the maize deity Chicomecoatl.2 The Mexica often raised their incense ladles full of copal in the direction of the cardinal spaces to welcome in, honor, and seek the blessings of their deities.3 To activate and renew the spirit essence of a home, they would make offerings to all four corners of the rooms and to the hearth as the center of the house. They regarded the home as a replica of the cosmos, a space where sacred rites could be performed and be supported by divine entities.4

Ten days before the Mexica feast of Toxcatl, a feast in honor of the god Tezcatlipoca, the titlacahuan, a hierarch of the temple of the god Tezcatlipoca, would invoke him by honoring the cardinal spaces, thereby creating a portal and acknowledging the sacred space that Tezcatlipoca would permeate. The titlacahuan came dressed as Tezcatlipoca, wearing the same clothes and fanciful accoutrements, and carrying flowers and a small clay flute. The flute gave a shrill sound, waking and calling the spirits and ancestors of the four world spaces. He would turn to the East, West, North, and South, playing the flute in all four directions,*4 and would hold and embody the central space—a bridge to the nonordinary realms.5

In their sacred rites, the ancient Yucatec May honored the cardinal spaces by making offerings to them or having people represent the four chacs, the deities who held up the sky in the East, North, West, and South. During the month of Pop’ of the 365-day ha’b calendar, after the ah-kin (shaman) purified the temple, the four chosen chacs would seat themselves in the four corners of the room and fasten a rope to one another. The shaman would hold the center space and act as the bridge to the nonordinary realms. The participants replicated cosmic space and sacred space so that the divine entities associated with the world spaces would join in and bless them, the coming year, and the community.6 In the caput-sihil ceremony, participants placed benches in the four corners of the patio. The four honorary chacs would sit on these with a long cord tied from one to the other; the children were placed in the middle with the ah-kin. The chacs visually defined the four-corner spaces and the cosmos, while the ah-kin in the middle was a mediator between the levels of the cosmos, as well as a bridge between the divine and mundane. This ritual space and the performance of this renewal limpia rite fused cosmic space and time with that of the living community.7

When working with the cardinal spaces, we will be drawing from the ancient Mesoamerican shamans and using analogous reasons to work with these spaces. But we will adapt our goals to our contemporary needs. They include opening or activating a portal to access nonordinary realms; acknowledging that the work that is being done is sacred and is being done in a sacred space; welcoming in divine guidance; renewing, healing, and cleansing; and creating a space where guidance from nonordinary realms can intersect with the mundane world.

Wherever we are in the soul retrieval process, I recommend treating it as sacred. Even if we are not trance-journeying into the cardinal realms, we can remain connected to these divine realms, which provide medicine, wisdom, and insight, and we can anchor them into our day-to-day lives. Providing a space for sacred healing, self-awareness, and spiritual growth tends to create or reawaken a respect, love, and zeal for life and our interactions with it. We become aware of the synchronicities that are always taking place for our benefit.




THE FLUIDITY OF THE CARDINAL SPACES

Like the ancient Mesoamericans’ perception of cardinal spaces, journeying to these spaces for soul retrieval is fluid and can be dynamic and multivalent in meaning and approach. The ancient shamans did not necessarily see these cardinal spaces as being fixed in place. Mesoamerican scholar Barbara Tedlock notes that their spatial understanding of east, west, north, and south were not fixed geometrical directions, “compass points frozen in space.”8 They were the spaces where and when a specific process took place, including the place where and when the sun sets and enters the Earth’s surface.9

As David Stuart, a Mesoamerican scholar, points out, there was likely a variety of forms and ideas concerning the cardinal spaces, whether they were expressed in the shape of a quincunx or in some other form. The cardinal spaces could be fixed—like our notion of four fixed points, which can be determined by a compass—but they could also be seen as diverse movements and categories of spaces in order to suit different purposes and ritual needs. With the quincunx, for example, the movements could encompass the solstitial points, marking the yearly movement of the sun along the Earth’s horizon and the center, but it could also represent the points of sunrise and sunset and zenith and nadir—the processes and locations of the daily movement of the sun around the Earth.10

The cardinal spaces were also sacred entities in their own right. They each had their own forms of divine wisdom, sacred gifts, patrons, colors, World Trees, deities, day signs, year signs, and mountains, and their symbols, meanings, and purposes often varied among the ancient Mesoamericans. The sacred entities of the cardinal spaces were also responsible for the elements—fire, sun, water, air, and earth—that maintained equilibrium on earth.11

The Calendar Round of the ancient Mesoamericans also expressed the wisdoms and gifts of the cardinal spaces. Their Calendar Round was composed of two calendars: the solar calendar (20 days and 18 periods, with 5 unlucky days at the end of the year, a total of 365 days), and a ritual calendar (20 day signs that reigned over 13 days, a total of 260 days), which would synchronize with one another over a period of 52 years.*5 These 52 years were divided by 4, resulting in four 13-year periods, which were typically referred to as the 4 Year Bearers. Each of the 4 Year Bearers was oriented to a cardinal space with its own distinct characteristics, divine beings, meanings, and rituals.12

Further, each of the 20 days of their ritual calendar came under the influence of one of the four cardinal spaces through an indefinite counterclockwise rotation: the first day name, cipactli (Nahuatl) or imix (Yucatec Mayan), beginning in the East; the second in the North; the third in the West; and fourth in the South in a continuous counterclockwise motion.13




GOALS OF THIS BOOK

The aims of this book are twofold. The first is to introduce a curanderismo soul retrieval practice that draws from ancient Mesoamerican wisdom and enables soul retrieval to accommodate diverse types of soul loss and related traumas.

The ancient Mexica and contemporary Xicanx cosmovision of nepantla breathes life into this soul retrieval practice. Diego Durán, sixteenth-century missionary and ethnographer, first recorded the use of nepantla when he questioned and reprimanded an indigenous man about working so hard for his money to then spend everything on a wedding that he invited the entire town to. The indigenous man explained that they were still in nepantla, in a middle space, “they neither answered to one faith or the other or, better said, that they believed in God and at the same time keep their ancient customs and . . . rites.”14 Gloria Anzaldúa, Xicana theoretician and artist, refers to nepantla as a dark cave of creativity that can foster a new state of understanding.15 Lara Medina, Xicana theoretician, states, “Nepantla is the liminal space that can confuse its occupants but also has the ability to transform them.”16

In this soul retrieval practice, nepantla as a liminal middle space, is a sacred center, an axis mundi, a portal, a World Tree to all realms. Nepantla recognizes that ritual practices, including ones that involve healing, releasing, integrating, and new beginnings, take place in a liminal space of constant transition, wherein ongoing change is the norm. The understanding of nepantla liminality, however, is different from how ritual theoretician Victor Turner conceived liminality. Turner asserts that within rituals there are periods of liminality, which are the spaces that facilitate transitions. When the participant moves out of this liminality, they shift back into the normative state, to a new status or realization. By this view, being and stasis are the norm.17 Liminality, however, is not simply a phase; it is the norm.18 We are constantly changing, realizing, and becoming.

When we learn to become more mindful, grateful, and aware, everyday moments can become ceremonial and sacred, liminal spaces of constant transition, infinite possibilities for spiritual growth. Surrendering to what can become a graceful flow of nepantla requires us to let go of attempts to concretely define who we are, recognizing instead that we are in a continual process of understanding ourselves and the many roles and identities we love to play, and that we ultimately have the power to define these roles. This space of constant transition treats healing, self-awareness, and spiritual growth as an ongoing process. It encourages us to purge ourselves of expectations of how long healing, awareness, and growth should take. Ironically, I have seen that when people completely surrender to the soul retrieval process, they make remarkable shifts in a significantly shorter period than they might have and begin to have fun with surfing the tides of change, ambiguity, and the unknown. They reclaim their power to change and be.

In exploring the ancient Mexica and Maya symbolism, I use the term polysemic to describe the often multilayered, ambiguous, and idiosyncratic nature of their religious symbols. As ritual theoretician Clifford Geertz asserts, such symbols give meaning to existence by providing a model both of the world as it is and of how it ought to be.19 The individual participant, nonetheless, still appropriates and negotiates the symbols in their lived world or established dispositions, and as they imagine them.

The polysemic nature of the ancient symbolism associated with the cardinal spaces can facilitate positive transitions in soul retrieval. Just as the cardinal spaces are not merely located within a fixed space, soul retrieval participants can both draw from these traditions and create and define their own experience with these symbols. Although we may start the process with a clockwise succession of the cardinal spaces, more often than not we tend to repeat lessons, so we experience the cardinal spaces in our own unique unfixed way. Often it is necessary to revisit spaces many times in order to more deeply integrate the wisdoms and medicine, let go of what is needed, learn how to honor and love ourselves, make peace and forgive, and much more.

Soul retrieval can take anywhere from a few hours to months or even years 
before we create a loving and nurturing home for our separated soul pieces to 
return. Soul retrieval should not be a race. The length of time is irrelevant, 
when we fully appreciate that we are working within sacred space and engaging in sacred rites that correspond to our own healing, development, and growth.

If, for example, we are still engaging in the destructive habits that contributed to soul loss, its premature return can result in another loss, creating more disruptive patterns in our lives. The practice I am describing here encourages us to understand that the process itself is sacred, and there is no need to rush it. We work in sacred space, and we create a safe and loving space within ourselves by integrating the wisdoms and gifts of each cardinal space. We thus set the stage for a permanent and full return of our soul pieces.

We may make use of the indigenous symbolism of the cardinal spaces in ways that make sense to us. At the same time, this practice requires us to recognize that the very act of working with the wisdom of these cardinal spaces opens up normally unseen, unfelt realms, in which we begin to remember that life and all its sacred elements—animate and inanimate—have consciousness, are being shaped by us, and are shaping us. When we are no longer disassociated from ourselves and our surroundings, we create ideal spaces for the return of our lost soul pieces. Life is ritual, and we define the rituals.

The second aim of this book is to reformulate indigenous spiritual worldviews in ways that invigorate life back into our heart, spirit, and soul. Recovering and exploring these traditions enable us to heal and honor wounded Earth-based identities and traditions, wherever we are in the spectrum of cultures, ethnicities, genders, and so forth. It also enables us to heal ourselves and understand our connection to each other and to our beloved Earth.




ANCIENT MESOAMERICAN SHAMANS AND THIS CURANDERISMO SOUL RETRIEVAL PRACTICE

In this book, I use the term shaman to describe the individuals among the ancient Mexica and Maya who could facilitate soul retrieval; see through their animal coessence; shape-shift into animals, people, and other natural elements; and see beyond the veils of realities. They were the predecessors of today’s curanderx. I use the term shamanic to describe the rites they engaged in. Although there were hundreds of different kinds of ancient indigenous shamans with different 
specialties and modes of practice, the critical study and translation of their specific trade names and specialties is fairly recent and ongoing. Unless I am aware of the specific name, I will use the term shaman to identify these ancient curanderx, and shamanic to describe their rites.

There are numerous practices and beliefs relating to soul retrieval in curanderismo. Each of my mentors had particular rites for this work. The soul retrieval practice that I will describe here is the one that has resonated most with me. Because it is influenced by Mexica and Maya traditions, these are the two groups I will focus on when discussing ancient Mesoamerican shamans.

A good portion of my research for this book comes from primary and secondary sources covering the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century ethnohistorical records of the Mexica and Maya. I also relied on the growing corpus of materials from various sources, including artwork, architecture, city designs, iconography, epigraphy, and contemporary ethnography. When appropriate, I will critically compare the sources in order to deepen and possibly correct our understanding of the ancient Maya and Mexica notions concerning the soul, nonordinary realms, and the gifts and wisdom of the cardinal spaces.




CLOCKWISE VERSUS COUNTERCLOCKWISE

In many of the ceremonies in the Yucatán that I engaged in, we typically honored the cardinal spaces beginning with the East and moved counterclockwise to the North, West, South, and then the Center. We closed by moving clockwise but always ended with the Center. Moving counterclockwise, as was explained to me, enabled us to move with a natural flow along the path of the sun’s emergence from the East to its descent into the southern Underworld.

Nevertheless, the mentor who taught me this particular soul retrieval process encouraged me to begin with the South, the space of discovery and understanding, and then move clockwise: West, North, and East. She explained to me that the natural flow is to have our soul pieces naturally return to us, even when there has been a trauma. If our soul pieces, however, have not returned to us, then we need to work “backward” to find and recover these soul pieces.

After we have done our work with these cardinal spaces, we may begin to move counterclockwise, in the natural progression of the sun’s emergence in the East, the space of new beginnings. At the same time, we should remember that these directions are not simply fixed locations; they are spaces where processes of healing, awareness, and resacralization take place. They are also spaces where we honor and ask for aid from the spirits of each direction in retrieving our scattered soul pieces. This is not a linear process by any means.




OUTLINE OF THIS BOOK

The first chapter discusses the ancient Mexica and Maya concepts of the soul with respect to the various manifestations of the soul—in the body, other animate beings, and inanimate objects; the degrees of soul strength; how to take care of the soul; the causes and symptoms of soul loss; and how they retrieved the soul. Then I will explore contemporary symptoms of soul loss, areas of the body that contain concentrated sacred essence energies, and how we use ancient Mesoamerican wisdom in this practice.

The second chapter delves into ancient understandings of the Center, or axis mundi. This Center was both a fixed physical central space and an unfixed metaphorical space that served as a portal to other worlds; it could also be the heart of a place, sacred object, or person. Understandings of the Center were not mutually exclusive but could and often did converge. Then I will examine different types of shamanic methods to induce trance states for journeying. I will also describe how to journey into the sacred heart, our energetic portal or assemblage point, for soul retrieval. From our sacred heart every dimension, time, space, and reality can be safely accessed.

The third chapter examines the ancient understanding of the nonordinary realms: the Upperworld, Middleworld, and Underworld. I will also delve into the terrain of these realms and discuss common reasons soul pieces are found within each one. Finally, I explore how to navigate into nonordinary realms by stimulating the body’s correlating energy center with sound, acupressure points, mudras (hand postures), and shamanic breathwork.

The fourth chapter will discuss Mexica and Maya understandings of animal coessences, rites and beliefs concerning them, and their relation to soul loss and retrieval. I will then examine ways to connect with our animal guardians and coessences. I will also talk about how and why they are particularly helpful for soul retrieval and how to develop stronger connections with them.

The last four chapters will delve into ancient Mexica and Maya symbolism of the cardinal spaces, including deities, Year Bearer signs, day signs,*6 and other associations concerning the cardinal spaces. I will discuss how to work the wisdom and medicine of these spaces. In brief, the South serves as the space of discovery and understanding. We journey here to understand why a soul piece left and what needs to be done to create a safe and loving space for it to return. The West is the space of death and releasing. Here we engage in rituals to release destructive habits, self-limiting concepts, and anything else that prevents the return of soul pieces. The North is the space of ancestral guidance, where we ground ourselves in cosmic wisdom and open our connection to the divine within and around us. The East is the space of rebirth and renewal, where we engage in renewal rites to welcome lost soul pieces back into our sacred heart.

Journeying into these cardinal spaces and engaging in self-reflection exercises and limpia rites for further release and integration can inspire us to remember that life is a sacred ritual, as well as our infinite connection to personal and collective consciousness. We can become more aware of the things that honor us and the things that do not, and we can be inspired to steer our reality consciously and take back our power, attracting more favorable synchronicities in our lives.




DETERMINING THE NEED FOR SOUL RETRIEVAL

In deciding whether you want to utilize soul retrieval, it is helpful to contemplate the following set of questions. If you answered yes to any of them or are uncertain about your responses, this process can more than likely help you move toward deeper healing, awareness, personal growth, and spiritual development. Most importantly, it can enable you to integrate your sacred essence energy, which is necessary for consistent and authentic practices of self-love and creating an ideal life.

Have you experienced any traumas in your life that could have resulted in soul loss?

Do you experience any degrees of depression?

Do you ever feel there is a part of you that is missing, and you are unsure of what or why?

Do you face unwanted and challenging patterns in your life?

Is there something in your life that you deeply want to get past but are unable to or are unable to manifest?

Would you like to deepen your self-awareness?
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