                                                      Angels in Peru 
“I yearn for my work because it always helps me to make sense of things. For never was there a horror experienced without an angel stepping in from the opposite direction to witness it with me.” (Rainer Maria Rilke)
“ In this land’s often tragic unfolding…the people of Peru look like they were chosen from the richest soil and molded by the highest god…there is history in their eyes.” (Nathaniel Kostar, The Poetry of Peru )

During this last venture of the year, I was looking forward to my return to the always fascinating enigma of Peru, once the seat of Pre-Columbian civilizations whose empire covered a landmass comparable in size to the Eastern USA.  As usual, I arrived  by air to their capital city of Lima, located in a central coastal area of the country , founded by  Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro in 1535.  Modern day Lima faces a wide range of  urban challenges  including environmental pollution, a volatile mix  of race, class, and deeply ingrained corruption, embedded within various levels of a politically confused population,  which has  nearly doubled since 1980. Lima also holds a treasure trove of history and serves as their nation’s cultural and business center, teeming with the world’s most dangerous, and collision prone traffic. Somewhat prepared from previous visits,   I admit to feeling  less than secure, during what felt something like  a life-threatening ,death defying ,  bumper cars taxista adventure en route  to my hotel.   It seems that some ancient and still present pull toward death remains actively present, not only in nightmare traffic, but in many other facets of life in this quite magical country.   Existential and other anxieties aside,   there was much to see along our way since Lima is composed of a curious and often surreal  mix of massive Pre-Colombian ruins, together with  magnificent colonial baroque architecture. One often finds these impressive vestiges of Peruvian past jumbled together amongst any number of brushed steel and glass walled, high rise wonders, sleek office towers, open markets and shopping malls.  
Strangely enough, within a passing blur of urban imagery, my heretofore scattered attention unexpectedly fixed upon a white marble winged figure of heroic proportion, centrally placed   within a modest park, as we sped through the District of San Miguel.  Known as St. Michael in Catholic tradition, Archangel Michael also appears in other Christian, Jewish and Islamic teachings.   In this neighborhood, the angelic warrior appears in classical armor, brandishing a sword, symbolic of his mandate to serve as vigilant protector against any and all evil, as well as Earth’s representative of an all-encompassing Divine.  While this passing impression of a militant archangel might have quickly faded, it returned to mind as I discovered an image of a very different angel posted upon the heavy wooden door of my hotel room. This little one,  feather light and made from soft white cotton , took the form of sweet, smiling,   childlike winged figure  placed by management as special welcome during  Christmas season. 
Soon thereafter, and throughout my visit , an ongoing  theme of angels, both seen and felt, continued to unfold   in  unexpected times and places within something like a delicate fractal.  While not especially religious, I have always favored, at least an imaginable concept of these celestial beings, real or not, especially in their various roles as spiritual guardians and messengers. One of my favorite depiction of angels was set forth in Wim Wenders (1987), now classic German film Wings of Desire which features an apocryphal order of angels known as “Watchers”. Their assignment is to monitor and report upon human activities, but they are not allowed to interfere. Nevertheless, their unseen, comforting and non-judgmental presence is often felt as grace, by those suffering and in pain. 
Interestingly enough the invitation for this visit came from an organization with an office located on Calle Angel Valenzuela.  My task at hand involved a three day presentation, together with my Peruvian colleagues, of a systemically oriented social trauma seminar based upon the title of my fourth book Trauma: Time, Space and Fractals. During previous visits to Peru, I had become increasingly aware of multiple layers of individual and social trauma in this exceedingly complex, multi-ethnic society dating back to pre-Colombian and Colonial conflicts, as well as significant turmoil throughout their modern era. Trauma work here often involves events and experiences interwoven with one or more of these various time frames, as pre-Hispanic and other historical shockwaves continue to reverberate.  As  part of  research and preparation I was drawn to  novels  crafted by  Nobel prize winner Mario Vargas Llosa  ( 1936- ) whose masterful use of time, space and intersecting  multidimensional  themes has proven to be an ongoing and  much needed resource. One of the greatest of his generation of Latin American novelists, he has led both a literary as well as political life as a onetime candidate for the Peruvian presidency. 
Vargas remains convinced that modern day Lima is still haunted by hungry ghosts emanating from unseen and unresolved issues from the past.  In 1993 he wrote:  “What is it about Peru that stirs such passion? It is a country that nobody can understand…and nothing is more attractive…than an undecipherable mystery.”  In some hypothetical context wherein I could read only one book per country, my choice for Peru would be his 11th novel: Death in the Andes. In this dark story, ancient and modern horrors intermingle in an often surreal atmosphere of menace, which shifts between present to past, and then present again with a view toward a precarious future.  Readers are  lead into a troubled setting  unfolding  within thin air and  harsh,  extreme, often surreal , poverty stricken conditions of a  grey green Andean Cordillera  ;  dried vegetation, freezing nights and burning sun.   During the  conflict years  of 1980-2000  in the altiplano ,   extreme left wing  Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path)  terrorists  initiated a civil war  with goals no less than destruction of the Peruvian government as well as a world - wide people’s revolution. 
While this storyline has many threads, his main focus is upon trials of a civil guard police officer sent to a remote mountain mining camp, as a token effort to protect workers from the coast from   bone chilling predations of present and elusive terrorist guerillas .Ancient and modern horrors intersect in an atmosphere of menace as terrorists appear as a mysterious and implacable force determined to murder any and all “class enemies”. This ominous situation is complicated by rumors of atrocities committed by equally bloodthirsty government troops. Our policeman doesn’t understand local Quechua dialect.   Derived from a tongue dating from the Inca period, their language sounds to him as only   some kind of a savage music.   In a reflexive iteration  back to  Spanish conquerors, he perceives these indigenous  and their passive, copper colored faces  and icy narrow eyes as mysterious , their culture impenetrable , and holds to his ethnocentric view that these non-Christian ,  highlanders are bloody minded, inefficient  and somewhat less than human. We are soon drawn into a reality within which this bureaucratic agent from the coast felt isolated in a wilderness amongst these superstitious   mountain people, who believed in witches reading coca leaves, fat sucking vampires, mountain spirits that must be appeased, condors as messengers and lightning as a “lizard of the sky”. (Madison Smartt Bell “Mountains of the Mind”, NY Times.com, February 18, 1996). Vargas dark tale continues along a theme of social and political injustices together with the eternal and intractable nature of violence, as past and present intertwine within a shared perception of the necessity of ritual sacrifice. All in all, one is left with a message: while names, dates and places may change, violence in Peru is both ancient and ongoing. 
During a previous social trauma seminar in Lima, I had an opportunity to work with various elements within   conflicting ideologies set in motion by Shining Path terrorism, counter terrorism and class warfare.  In learning to understand and work with social trauma, participants were offered an option to bring in their patients or other members of society in need of assistance.  A medical doctor who is also an Inca shaman from Cuzco, who I refer to here as Dr. A,  requested a session for one of his patients who was depressed and suffering from multiple  health problems deeply  rooted  within her unresolved trauma.  During Peru’s conflict years she had been arrested and tortured as a member of a terrorist movement. After his concise description of her situation, I agreed while also mindful that some participants within of our seminar group might be understandably wary. Briefly, as a naïve student at University, she became infatuated with a campus political leader who was something of a charismatic, deeply troubled demagogue.  Hers was a kind of blind loyal love, the way an addict loves an addiction and she followed him and his revolutionary agenda without question. 
Terrorism is often born from some combination of desperation and uninformed idealism and student movements are also vulnerable to both sinister and cynical manipulations. This Shining Path movement had been initiated within universities by radical leftist philosophy professor Abimael Guzman who preached that “the Marxist-Leninist doctrine will open a “shining path to revolution”.  As a result, Peru was thrown into a complex civil conflict from approximately 1980 until 2000.  Through her loving idealization of a fellow student, she was willing to assist the Sendero Luminosa by writing and disseminating propaganda literature, posters, leaflets and so on. After he was arrested, she attempted to carry on and eventually police came for her, as well. During incarceration she was interrogated, sexually humiliated and brutally tortured. As a result of unspeakable abuse, she miscarried a much wanted child. Later, upon her release she discovered that her ideal man and the student leader whose mission she had followed,  had been “disappeared” and that her much beloved mother had also died. 
Shortly after morning break and our group had settled, Dr. A quietly brought his patient into the room. It was immediately clear that, during our time at least, this frail person was posing no threat to anyone.  She moved quickly to her seat beside me and looked only toward the floor. Casually dressed in non-descript shades of gray, she slumped forward  in a posture of resignation and defeat, together with an overall tension  which spoke of  someone who had been literally  “scared stiff”.   Mindful of her emotional fragility, I asked only for a minimum of information, so as not to risk overwhelm or re-activation of any of her   many nightmarish experiences. As she spoke, I listened with “my third ear” for any resource that might have enabled her to survive such an ordeal. While her voice was barely audible, it was soon evident that she felt that she had deeply loved that student leader , their child she lost and with that an  opportunity to become a mother, as well as  own her mother…The mother was not allowed to visit her daughter during incarceration and died prior to her release. 
From a systemic perspective, Mother, archetypally and biologically embodies the “life force”. Initiated by father, life comes through mother and that connection, on a biological and soul, even if not on the personality level, is also an energetic connection to life and a continuity which has come down through our ancestors. While these connections are necessarily more complex, in this case I chose to stay with a minimal intervention focused around an interrupted movement to mother. In offering Mother as resource, I asked the largest  woman in our group, who carried an abundance of maternal energy, to just stand and silently represent her mother.  I then suggested that this young woman just go to this “mother” and then tell her everything that she wanted to, about what they did to her. Without hesitation, she flew into the arms of the “mother” sobbing and talking and sobbing….and breathing and taking deep breaths like she was coming up for air after being long held under water. 
Our representative for her mother was well experienced in systemic work and knew not to actively listen to horrific details, only to remain as a silent, stable, loving presence. Since my lack of fluency in Spanish required the presence of a translator, I quietly signaled for him to withdraw his microphone in the interest of privacy and also as to not overwhelm   students unfamiliar with these darker aspects of social and political trauma.  “Mother” just silently held her. After awhile, the client slowly came back to herself, still breathing deeply and flushed with new color as her body began to find its way out of a long standing contraction. In time, she turned away from Mother, who slowly withdrew, and then looked toward me, nodded, and then to her doctor who gently guided her from the room. A small step, for sure, yet important for a necessarily sensitive and patient process of gradual re-connection to those omnipresent forces of  health and life.  
Our group sat in silence and reflection for awhile, and then someone shyly offered that she had never considered a possibility that terrorists were also human , vulnerable in their own way and that they also suffered as a consequence of their choices. While no one is being asked to condone terrorism, in any form whatsoever, uncomfortable truth remains within an admittedly   stark reality which reveals that unimaginable atrocities, beyond horrific, were carried out by all factions involved in that tragic conflict. This   difficult and often unacknowledged reality was to become even clearer during my current seminar where a resurgence of Shining Path activity was a topic of concern. Peruvians were currently and increasingly aware of credible reports depicting   a resurgence of terrorist movements, connected with and funded by the cocaine trade and other narco-traffickers, in remote highland and jungle areas. Moreover, many  factors that  generate and contribute to terrorism such as poverty, ignorance , racism , centralization of Lima and  threat from natural disasters, impacting the economy, were still active throughout  Peruvian society. 
My medical and shamanic colleague who had brought his traumatized patient to a previous seminar had returned, and we engaged in a brief discussion about terrorism and why I had chosen “mother” as a resource. Later in the day, Dr A was to remind me that during our review of that session I had “forgotten” to mention this woman’s pregnancy and loss of her unborn child, who had been savagely murdered by the brutality of state sponsored torturers. The significance of my unconscious omission of this salient element of her trauma, for unprocessed reasons of my own, soon became evident in a sudden and shocking manifestation of what   Jungian analyst and physicist Arnold Mindell has described as a “timespirit”.  As the subject of terrorism came into focus, our usually animated group became very, very still, much like an atmosphere just before an approaching storm. 
In the practice of systemically oriented trauma group work, we often access cross cultural and ecological notions of many levels of biological, energetic, and apparently acausal interconnectedness.  Within this paradigm we postulate, along with shamans, medicine people, quantum physicists, some psychologists, and other healing and helping professionals, that there is such a phenomenon as a vast, non-locality of consciousness, as well as ancestral memory within a timeless “informational field” surrounding our gathering. As such, this “field” is envisioned as   both unboundaried and also potentially containing salient information for   present participants. While I am certainly not an expert in these “matters of the field” ,during my Jungian studies and other clinical experiences,   I have both witnessed and participated in such  phenomena often enough to know that my best option is to  respond with openness, patience  and respect. Fortunately, my Peruvian colleagues are in complete accord with this perspective. 
From a systemic perspective, groups of intention also represent a kind of system and it is the nature of all systems to seek balance. I explored this dynamic in some depth in A Question of Balance: A Systemic Approach of Understanding and Resolving Trauma (2008).  In  Dr. Mindell’s paradigm, “timespirits” appear in the interest of balance ,when something important  is denied, covered up ,minimized , overlooked and in  need of immediate and urgent attention. Given that their very nature is often generated in an atmosphere of denial, and other forms of resistance, “timespirits” tend to make their presence known and felt with sudden, often unexpected, blasts of energetic force. In The Leader as a Martial Artist (1992) Mindell postulates that “timespirits” are something like entities in our dreams. They can manifest as whirlpools or vortices in an otherwise invisible field that can both attract and suck individuals or groups into their swirl of energies with emotions powerful enough to induce altered states. Very often these “whatever they may be”, spontaneously appear as invaluable agents of change.  In this instance, “timespirit” disruptions also served  to reveal  a salient , painful,  truly horrific , well hidden fractal involving terrorism, counter-terrorism , brutalized women, lost children and many other layers of conflict and abuse. 
Reverting to my previous and still familiar academic mode of delivering information, I began to approach the subject of terrorism from an admittedly dry, sociological perspective. After two or three sentences, a young woman flew up and away from her chair, striking out  with an agonizing , murderous aggression , flailing in any and all directions, and then helplessly collapsed into grief as she slumped forward, in a face down sprawl  onto the floor. I said only, “she needs a doctor” and Dr A responded immediately. While such outbursts are rare in my seminars, they do happen, and I regard them very seriously as meaningful, not only for a troubled individual, but for all of us present, as well. In volatile situations where I don’t have sufficient command of local language or any in depth understanding of the culture, I feel it best to relegate these extreme activations to the skill and sensitivity of my resident colleagues.  Our group anxiously waited  as Dr. A  was able to energetically  balance her hysteria using only   deep calm and centered presence; few words, no judgment, containment through presence…no visible technique, only his genuine willingness to just be there with her.   In time, she returned to awareness and while quite bewildered by an intensity that overtook her, she just wanted to return to her seat and remain together with the others. Another woman, who was clearly shaken, asked that our group now join together in a circle of hands.  I offered only that I while understood her need, such a movement toward closure still felt premature.
A few minutes later, as her agonizing cries erupted this same young lady was again face down upon the floor.  This time, other women began to react in a similar manner. Local facilitators moved quickly to assist these emotionally  overwhelmed women, again few words and a strong, centered, patient presence gently brought them back into contact.  While the first young woman remained prostrate, with Dr. A comfortably seated nearby, another therapist who knew her, quietly approached and knelt at a respectful distance from her feet   , calm, centered and still as a statue.  The group was again quiet and our atmosphere soon became truly peaceful.  His silent kneeling figure brought to mind, once again, the invisible healing power and unobtrusive grace of those angelic Watchers.  As peace was slowly restored to the suffering women, and then to our group, we adjourned for several hours of afternoon break. 
For Peruvians, the complexities and ongoing threat of terrorism and counter terrorist violence and repression, is not some sociological abstraction. In reviewing the intensity of our morning events we learned that all of the women experiencing intense activations of unspeakable grief, rage and helplessness, were from the highland region of Ayacucho and all had been recently pregnant. This rural area, located within the south central Andres, divided into eleven provinces, is one of the poorest regions and also that which was most impacted by guerilla activity.   In what may be called a “history of place”   or genius loci, this locale has many dark stories reaching far back into time.  The name “ Aya” is derived from a Quechua word meaning “death”  and “kucho” = corner, chosen by local citizens  after seeing so many casualties after the historical Battle of Ayacucho during their  Peruvian War of Independence finally won on July 28,1821. Throughout the process of colonization, huge inequalities between indigenous and the Spanish left a long, ongoing, still reverberating, legacy of violence.  Nevertheless, it is important to understand that a history of violence throughout this area dates much further back, not only to Inca, but also Pre-Inca civilizations during truly ancient, pre-Colombian times. 
Apparently my “forgetting” to mention that our terrorist client had lost her child through torture and police brutality, activated something like an archetypal response from “the wounded feminine” timespirit, strongly present within our seminar field.   Government sanctioned police, military and para-military brutality had only recently been acknowledged as a reality in the Ayacucho region. Many of their “lost” citizens, now being uncovered in various individual, family and mass graves, were pregnant women and also children, brutally raped, and sexually mutilated. Entire families, often including   several generations, were bullet ridden and machete hacked into barely identifiable pieces. Small wonder such rage and grief demanded recognition. It is  now an established  fact that  multiple atrocities were committed  by followers, active members  and complicit sympathizers with Shining Path guerillas in Ayacucho responsible for  bombings, assassinations, stoning, beheadings, massacre , forced recruitment, sexual violence, and kidnapping of children to exploit as child soldiers. 
However,   the unspeakable horrors interred within these newly uncovered mass graves were not committed by those terrorists. Poor conditions in their region initially prompted some poor farmers to welcome or at least accept a presence of the Shining Path.  Many were persuaded by hard line propaganda and a promise of a better life, and consented to live in the rebel’s forest camps.  Before long, however, guerilla rule took a sinister turn. Rebels forbade people to light cooking fires, forced women to give birth in caves and killed children who did not keep quiet when soldiers were near.  According to testimonies given to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the eventual arrival of military only worsened an ongoing nightmare.  In one such instance, soldiers from a military base near the town of Putis in the Huanta province of Ayacucho, persuaded mountain villagers from surrounding communities in fear of rebel aggression, to abandon their homes and move close to their military base for protection and a chance to start a new life. 
Shortly after these trusting mountain people arrived, they were shot, including women and children, six at a time, and tossed into a mass grave. The cover story was that these folks were suspected of being terrorist sympathizers, when in fact the motive was to steal and then sell their livestock for profit.  In 2008, a Peruvian Forensic Anthropology team began to exhume this (the) largest of the known mass graves which have so far revealed many diminutive bones of children.  While locals continue to uncover gravesites, some of which had become exposed to the elements,   here and in the Amazon jungles, few of these shallow burials have been investigated by professionals.  Surrounding hills are reportedly still patrolled by both Shining Path terrorists and narco-traffickers. Survivors have been left largely on their own with no mental health support or counseling.  (Peruvian Times, May 27, 2008)
Authorities in distant Lima have been slow to respond for requests for exhumation.  Human rights activists blamed politics and resistance from the military for the delay.  As of now, an excavation and DNA testing project is being funded by a grant from the Latin American Initiative for the Identification of the Disappeared, which is in turn funded by the U.S. Department of State.   Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission estimates that more than 70,000 citizens were killed during the 1980-2000 armed conflict, in which thousands of poor campesinos were caught in the crossfire between the Shining Path and a brutal government backlash.  At least 15,000 victims disappeared, many targeted by police and military armed forces and para-military allies. Their final report concludes that the  Shining Path were responsible for 54% of fatalities and roughly 1/3   of the others perished at the hands of government  aligned forces.  On  the  political level, this tragic conflict came to an end  with a government response of draconian repression, together with a mix of assassination, bribery, and intrigue which resulted both in the incarceration of rebel leaders and the fall of a president.(Franklin Briceno,  “ Biggest Exhumation Underway From Peru Conflict”, ABC News, December 3, 2013).
Massive social trauma such as this most recent conflict is not likely to heal by political and judicial measures alone. Justice is not always synonymous with healing. And as we have seen during our morning disruptions, unacknowledged and unresolved traumas have many and forceful ways to make their presence known. Given the still unresolved issues from the conflict years of 1980-2000, should another economic or similar crisis arise, yet another iteration of centuries old fractals involving poverty, racism, class war and brutal political repression is likely to manifest. Dr. A emphasized that trauma recovery work within this still volatile context needs to include the painful reality that sides were not always clearly delineated during the conflict years. Many Peruvians had some  family members who were Shining Path, others only sympathizers  , still others who were police , military or civil guard and some participants also changed sides. A frequent result, he added, was that many, such as our overwhelmed women had  not only systemic trauma from horrific events but sharply conflicting loyalties to both perpetrators and victims, within themselves and their  loved ones, as well. Patience is needed in carefully unraveling many  levels confusion and  these complex traumas are not resolved by quick fix mechanistic interventions and much compassion is needed.
With the young woman on the floor, Dr. A explained  that although he appeared to be just sitting quietly, he was actively practicing a  Tibetan Buddhist technique where one can take a patient’s pain and give back peace, love and understanding …serenity, calm and wait, wait, wait…..He imagines  a black light representing  all the pain and suffering, and then in his own heart transforms this darkness in the form of shining white light which returns to the patient. To do this one has to be willing seek a connection  with the person in pain  and  maintain a  deeply contemplative attitude, devoid of judgment , keeping  this light clear in the  heart and then, little by little ….some gentle talking might begin.  
With our initial review of the morning concluded, my translator and hosts agreed to leave our morning topics aside in time for a quick  lunch, before continuing on with our afternoon session.  Settling into a nearby restaurant, a nice young man appeared at our table asking what we would like to have him bring for us. With my mind still full and spinning with “timespirits”, interacting fractals and so on, I realized that I was not yet totally present, and took some time to answer. Patiently, he just waited, and smiled. His was such a lovely smile, I asked his name. “Oh”, he offered,” my name is Angel.   
