
Context for: Importance of religion in the Maya culture

Vocabulary Terms
Cosmology
Supernaturalism
Shamans
Rituals
Iconography
Calendar
Animism
Divinity
Sacrifice
Religious Hierarchy

Cosmology
Definition: Cosmology is the study of the origin and structure of the universe and of the gods, 
goddesses, and other spiritual forces that are believed to inhabit it.

1. In Maya culture, the cosmology was based on the idea that the gods created the world and 
that it had four distinct levels: the underworld, the middleworld, the skyworld, and the earth. This 
belief shaped their understanding of the world and their place within it. 

2. The Maya cosmology also shaped their religious practices, as offerings were made to the 
gods in various forms and rituals were performed to honor them. For example, the Maya would 
carry out elaborate ceremonies in which offerings were placed in the sacred cenote in order to 
appease the gods and ensure a bountiful harvest. 

Supernaturalism
Definition: Supernaturalism is the belief in the existence of forces or entities that are beyond 
the natural world and not subject to its laws.

1. In Maya culture, supernaturalism was an important part of their religious beliefs. The gods 
were believed to have the power to influence events in the natural world and were seen as 
having an active role in the lives of the Maya people. 

2. The Maya believed that their gods were responsible for the success or failure of their crops, 
and that their prayers and offerings could influence the gods to bring them prosperity. This is 
seen in the Maya's practice of offering human sacrifices to ensure the success of their crops. 
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Shamans
Definition: Shamans are spiritual leaders who use rituals and practices to interact with the spirit 
world and to heal people's physical and mental ailments.

1. In Maya culture, shamans were seen as intermediaries between the gods and the people. 
They used rituals and offerings to help the people seek guidance and healing from the gods. 

2. Shamans were also responsible for performing ceremonies such as rain dances to invoke 
the gods and bring rain to their crops. An example of this is the ritual of the Sacred Fire where 
shamans would light a fire and offer it to the gods in hopes that they would bring rain. 

Rituals
Definition:  Rituals are set ceremonies or practices that are used to achieve a particular end, 
such as honoring the gods, seeking guidance, or healing the sick.

1. In Maya culture, rituals were a key part of their religious practices. Rituals were used to honor 
and appease the gods, to seek guidance from them, and to heal the sick. 

2. Rituals were often elaborate and involved offerings, prayers, and dances. An example of this 
is the ritual of the Sacred Tree, in which shamans would climb to the top of a sacred tree and 
offer prayers and offerings to the gods in hopes that they would bring fertility and abundance. 

Iconography
Definition: Iconography is the visual representation of religious or spiritual concepts or figures 
in art or other forms of media.

1. In Maya culture, iconography was an important part of their religious practices. Symbols and 
images of gods and goddesses were used in art and architecture to represent their power and 
importance. 

2. Iconography was also used in rituals and ceremonies, such as the Mayan ballgame where 
the players would wear costumes depicting gods and goddesses to invoke their favor and bring 
them luck. 
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Calendar
Definition: Calendar is a system of organizing and tracking time, often based on the cycles of 
the sun and moon.

1. In Maya culture, the calendar was an important tool for keeping track of time and predicting 
the future. The calendar was based on the cycles of the sun and moon, and the Maya believed 
that these cycles had an influence on the events of the world. 

2. The Maya used the calendar to track the passage of time and to plan for important events 
such as harvests and ceremonies. For example, the Maya would use the calendar to plan when 
to plant their crops in order to ensure a good harvest. 

Animism
Definition: Animism is the belief that all objects and creatures in the natural world possess a 
spirit or soul, and that these spirits can influence events in the physical world.

1. In Maya culture, animism was an important part of their religious beliefs. The Maya believed 
that all objects and creatures, from stones and trees to animals and humans, possessed a spirit 
that could influence the events of the physical world. 

2. Animism was an integral part of Maya rituals and ceremonies, as offerings were often made to 
the spirits of objects and creatures in order to appease them and bring good luck. For example, 
the Maya would make offerings to the spirit of a volcano in order to prevent eruptions. 

Divinity
Definition: Divinity is the belief that certain individuals or entities possess superhuman powers, 
and can thus be regarded as gods or goddesses.

1. In Maya culture, divinity was an important part of their religious beliefs. The gods were held 
in high regard as powerful entities that could influence the events of the world. 

2. The Maya believed that the gods had a direct influence on the success or failure of their crops 
and that their prayers and offerings could influence the gods to bring them prosperity. This is 
seen in the Maya's practice of making offerings to the gods in the form of sacrifices, gifts, and 
prayers. 
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SacriHce
Definition: Sacrifice is the act of offering something of value, either material goods or one's own 
life, to appease a higher power.

1. In Maya culture, sacrifice was an important part of their religious practices. The Maya believed 
that the gods could be appeased through offerings of material goods or the sacrifice of a human 
life. 

2. Human sacrifice was seen as a powerful way to gain the favor of the gods, and the Maya 
would often sacrifice people in elaborate rituals in order to gain favor or ask for guidance. An 
example of this is the ritual of the Sacred Tree, in which shamans would sacrifice a person to 
the gods in exchange for a bountiful harvest. 

Religious "ierarchy
Definition: Religious Hierarchy is a structure of authority within a religion or spiritual organization 
that dictates the power dynamics between different levels of the organization.

1. In Maya culture, the religious hierarchy was based on the belief that the gods had the power 
to influence events in the physical world. The priests and shamans were seen as intermediaries 
between the gods and the people, and they held the highest positions in the hierarchy. 

2. Below the priests and shamans were the warrior and noble classes, who served as the 
protectors and advisers of the people. They were responsible for protecting the people from 
outside threats and for offering counsel to the leaders. 
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