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To the youth who don’t have a voice and to future generations who will inherit the Earth
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PROLOGUE

UNCHARTED TERRITORY

A New Chapter in My Life

There are moments in our lives that help shape the way we see our world. They shift our perspectives and help us understand our immense potential to define our future. The first 17 years of my life have led me to believe that everything happens for a reason. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel at all phased as I looked out into the audience of world leaders from more than 100 nations. I’d been given a stage at a pivotal moment in history, and I saw the world needed fresh perspectives if we wanted to make real progress on climate solutions. We’ve spent the last 20 years pointing the finger and passing off responsibility. We are in a place where we can’t afford to wait for others to solve this problem for us. We have all the tools we need…the only thing missing is the will to help us get there.

My name is Xiuhtezcatl (pronounced ‘Shoe-Tez-Caht’). I am 17 years old, and I’m doing everything I can to fight for change in a collapsing world. In 2015, I had just finished middle school, and the state of the climate was descending into chaos. That year, global temperatures were the hottest in recorded history, sea levels had reached an all-time high, and greenhouse gases had never been more present in our atmosphere. Climate scientists worldwide were alarmed by how much faster the ice caps were melting than previously projected.

In response, world leaders were preparing to meet in Paris for the most important conversation on climate in our history. This was the COP 21 United Nations Climate Change Conference, and we weren’t about to let our voices be excluded from this pivotal moment in history. In the climate movement, we talk a lot about tipping points, and we know that we’re running out of time to act before climate change becomes irreversible.

Earlier that year, on Earth Day, I was featured in a short film called Kid Warrior. This was a documentary telling the story of my life and my work as the Youth Director for Earth Guardians, a global movement working to empower the younger generation to use our voices and create positive solutions. The film was meant to inspire other young people to get involved, connect, and engage in climate action and other important social issues of our time. I also wanted to show the world that my story is more than just activism…that I’m just a regular kid chasing big dreams in a crazy world.

After the Kid Warrior short hit the Internet, e-mails from young people flooded Earth Guardians, asking how they could get involved and start Earth Guardian crews of their own. I was swamped with interviews, speaking invitations, and media opportunities. One of those invites came from Susan Alzner, head of the United Nations Non-Government Liaison Service and by far my favorite person working at the UN. She’s helping build bridges to connect the UN General Assembly and voices of the people, by identifying civil society attendees and speakers for high-level events, conferences, and summits. One of her topics of interest was climate change, and she got wind of Kid Warrior and the Earth Guardians movement, leading to me.

While I was kind of surprised that the UN heard about me through social media, it was pretty remarkable to get an invite to address the general assembly. My intention was to plant the seeds and lay the foundation of hope for the upcoming Paris climate change conference, while representing the many youth voices that won’t be heard by the UN. I was only the second nongovernment person to address the general assembly.

Kathy Jetnil-Kijiner was first. She addressed the United Nations in 2014. At the time, she was a 26-year-old woman from the Marshall Islands, a small island nation that sits about 6 feet above sea level and is already experiencing the impacts of climate change. Rising sea levels and severe storms have come extremely close to destroying these beautiful islands.

In her speech, Kathy indicated that, no matter how hard it might be, we have to solve the issue of climate change. In a truly emotional and beautiful moment, she recited a poem to her infant daughter, promising the little girl that she would do everything she could to protect her from rising seas. She entitled the poem “Dear Matefele Peinam,” and here are the first few verses:

dear matafele peinam,
you are a seven month old sunrise of gummy smiles
you are bald as an egg and bald as the buddha

you are thunder thighs and lightning shrieks so excited for bananas, hugs and
our morning walks past the lagoon

dear matafele peinam,
i want to tell you about that lagoon that lucid, sleepy lagoon lounging
against the sunrise
some men say that one day that lagoon will devour you

they say it will gnaw at the shoreline
chew at the roots of your breadfruit trees
gulp down rows of your seawalls
and crunch your island’s shattered bones

they say you, your daughter
and your granddaughter, too
will wander rootless
with only a passport to call home

dear matafele peinam,
don’t cry
mommy promises you
no one
will come and devour you
no greedy whale of a company
sharking through political seas
no backwater bullying of businesses with broken morals no blindfolded
bureaucracies gonna push
this mother ocean over
the edge…

She concluded to a standing ovation, leaving many attendees in tears. The beauty of her poem is that it wasn’t just about facts and figures, it told a relatable story about a mother’s love for her child and an unwavering will to protect her in the face of big challenges. I knew I had big shoes to fill after learning about her speech and just how deeply she touched the world leaders in attendance. I was excited to be the second person and youngest ever to address the United Nations General Assembly. The voices of the people needed to be heard, and I was up for the challenge.

It seems like the majority of people are disconnected from what actually occurs at the UN. With more than 20 years of world leaders talking to each other about climate change, nothing had been solved. For the UN, climate change is topic of bureaucratic debate,  for many communities, it’s a life-or-death situation. I felt like I had the opportunity to offer my perspective from the front lines of watching climate change decimate our planet. Whether it was feeling the tremendous impact of fracking on the water and air in my hometown of Boulder, or traveling to North Dakota to stand in solidarity at Standing Rock, or protesting against the Keystone XL Pipeline, or visiting damaged rain forests, oceans, and glacier melting sites, I have learned about the impact of climate change one powerful experience at a time.

Looking back, I now know that that speech was the culmination of an incredible period of growth in my life. My voice had just dropped, I was sprouting up, and I was taking my fight to a much bigger stage. I usually don’t memorize speeches; most of the time, I just speak from the heart. But, this was no ordinary speech. The UN wanted me to write out every word I was going to say. I have always viewed the words on the page as more of a road map to the places I might go.

The night before I boarded the flight to New York, I finished a draft of the speech. My badass mom, Tamara Rose, came with me on this journey. She’s endlessly supportive and my partner in crime in this movement. She does a great job of keeping the pressure out of it, always looking out for my best interests. I know she is proud of me, but she doesn’t add any expectations to the moment. She did want me to memorize the speech while I was on the plane though. As we began our ascent into the clouds, I reviewed my speech a few times, but after about 30 minutes or so, I figured I should just relax. I fell asleep, and I didn’t wake up until the captain came over the intercom system, indicating our initial descent into New York City.

As we got off the plane, my friend Vanessa Black, who made Kid Warrior, and her camera crew were there to film my journey to the UN. Vanessa took us directly to Manhattan, over the Brooklyn Bridge, and to this small suit tailor in the city. It was a pretty funky place. A tailor met me and started taking my measurements. That was the first time in my life that I had ever put on a suit. The tailor shuffled jackets on and off of me and fit me for a shirt and shoes to match my suit. To that point, most of my activism was very grassroots, community-driven, and localized for the most part. This was an entirely different kind of thing than I was used to.

I was both pretty tired and hungry at this point, and I wanted to enjoy some of NYC’s best eats. My mom was stressing a little that I didn’t have my speech memorized, and I could appreciate her concern, but I was just chilling, knowing that I was ready for the moment. I think my exact words to her were, “Mom, don’t worry. I got this.” I can only imagine how reassuring that might sound coming from a 15-year-old kid who had just put on his first button-down shirt that wasn’t plaid.

June 29, 2015, arrived. As we approached the front entrance to the UN, there was a ridiculous amount of security. We were issued a number of clearance badges, and were eventually connected with Susan Alzner, who greeted us and showed us around. We took our seats in the audience, and I remember sitting through a number of different speakers who took the stage before me. It wasn’t engaging at all—the room was lifeless. I tried to sit up straight, so as to not wrinkle my suit or mess up my long hair. I was a little nervous; this was bigger than anything I’d done before.

About 20 minutes before I was scheduled to speak, we were ushered to the side of the stage. We continued to wait, and I surveyed the room filled with chairs, each with a different little placard in front of it, designating the country represented by that seat. The room went silent, and I heard a UN representative start to introduce me. He wasn’t the first to mess up the pronunciation of my name. To his credit, he tried a couple of times, but it just wasn’t happening for him. As I approached the podium, I looked out into the audience. The atmosphere still felt stale and stuffy. I knew I needed to bring some life into the room.

I unrolled my written speech, took a deep breath, and started off with a prayer in my native language. As you can imagine, not everyone in the room spoke the same language, so there was a booth set up with translators repeating everything for the diplomats in various dialects. Because my prayer was in Nahuatl and it isn’t a spoken language, it totally threw everyone off. I could just imagine what the interpreters were saying. Probably something like, “What the hell is happening right now? Nobody recognizes this language.” The UN required strict preparation for its speakers, and, in the first 30 seconds, I was already breaking the rules and going off script. Classic.

It only took the audience a few moments to realize that a 15-year-old kid was standing in front of them. I had their attention now—all eyes were on me.

I left the written words behind and spoke what I needed to say from my heart. I used the speech as an outline to freestyle the content. Looking out at the audience and recognizing the importance of this moment, I knew I had an opportunity to say more than what was on the page. By the end, I was totally off- script, and I was flowing with it. It felt perfect. My friend Paul Basis tells me that the power in your words is in the space between them. I took my time so people could feel everything I said. By the time I said what I came there to say, I had gone 3 minutes over the time I was given.


Getting off the stage after you speak to a bunch of people in suits is always a strange feeling. I felt like I said what I wanted to. Besides, the people in that room weren’t the ones I was really speaking to. Speeches don’t change the world, movements do, but the words and the messages that come through can spark a flame to ignite a movement.

Following the speech I felt the tremendous potential of what this moment could be. While this felt like a powerful culmination of 10 years of passion and dedication, I knew it was just the beginning of a next-level journey—to fulfill the promise of my words would take many more years of hard work. So often people compromise themselves in order to accomplish their political objectives. The goal of my speech was to defy that. I don’t ever want to have to be something that I’m not to make a difference in the world. I gave that speech because I wanted to show the world that a kid with a passion and a voice could make a difference, regardless of who he is or where he comes from.

I was able to show up in a fully authentic way, in a place where such blunt honesty is rare. Whether or not my words sunk into the people in the room, my message would resonate to those frustrated by a bureaucracy that had failed to meet the needs of the people. In my speech, I told the audience: “Don’t be afraid to dream big.” The failure of global leaders to solve this crisis is direct result of their lack of imagination. If we want a sane climate policy, we the people have to push them beyond what they see as politically possible.

Sadly, the UN didn’t dream big enough with the Paris Climate Conference that followed my speech several months later. Their efforts fell short of the concrete actions needed to curb greenhouse gas emissions substantially. What progress was made in Paris many fear will be thwarted by a Trump administration, which says they plan to cancel the agreement.

For many of us, waking up on November 9th felt as if we were entering a national nightmare. But I’ve learned that big dreams often come from total nightmares. The UN was formed in response to the tragedies that occurred during World War II. So I can only imagine that we are primed and ready for something larger than previously imagined. I know that change occurs through each of us. It is the manifestation of our collective efforts. This book is a resource to transform a broken system and build a new one in its place. It will help to paint the picture, demonstrate the struggle, and then outline a solution.

We’re up against a lot, but together we’ve got this. Movements can begin with one idea, one spark of inspiration, and one action. They catch fire when we unite around them. Each of us has a part to play, no matter how small. The solutions we create in our communities are the foundation for something bigger than us all.

Every generation leaves a legacy. The tools to create one are in your hands. Think of this book as a map to help you find your way when you get lost. The ending remains unwritten, because the actions we take will shape the world that the next generation inherits. This book is for the frontline fighters, the people who won’t take no for an answer, and for those who believe in change and are seeking guidance to create it. This book is for the straight-A students, the high-school dropouts, the single moms, the rebels, the farmers, the architects, the healers, the poets, the entrepreneurs, the leaders, and those who have not yet found their voice. My faith lies in the amazing people I’ve met along this journey who won’t stop fighting for what we believe in. Another world is possible.

Together we can do this if we just put boots on the ground and pool our time and energy to heal the world one leaf on one tree in one forest in one city in one state in one country at a time. It isn’t going to happen overnight, but it can happen if we make the most of each day. Every little bit helps. Local efforts can create global waves. Throughout this book, you’ll find helpful conversations about the most important social issues of our time. At the end of the conversations, I will outline steps and resources you can take and use to join in and make a difference.

So keep this book by your side as you navigate the road ahead. Keep it in your backpack, near your bed stand, or in your hybrid. Write in it, highlight it, even rip out the pages and give them to your friends. Please pass it around, and share the guidance and suggestions in the pages ahead. I want you to love reading this book as much as I loved writing it. This is my way of spreading the word as quickly as possible. This book is just the beginning of the movement for change, but I know there are difference-making resources in the words to come. It means the world to me that I have the opportunity to outline my plan to save the Earth that has given so much to each of us. I am one of the many. And so are you. I look at you as my teammate and partner in this battle. We got this if we just work together.

So with that said, please dream big and read on.
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Xiuhtezcatl at the United Nations
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ROOTS OF REVOLUTION

“We are all indigenous to the Earth.”

–XIUHTEZCATL TONATIUH
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CHAPTER 1
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Indigenous Roots

Connecting with the Ways of My Ancestors

“Man does not weave this web of life. He is merely a strand of it. Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself.”

–CHIEF SEATTLE

I’ve always been proud of who I am. Of where I came from. As a little kid, my dad would tell me to be grateful that I had a culture and ceremony to connect to, because a lot of people don’t get to experience that. From my long hair, to my name, my connection to my ancestors was an important part of my life. I grew up in ceremony, fascinated by the stories of my people. I was astounded by the complex history and philosophy. My obsidian eyes beamed at my father as he sang me songs and told me stories of where we came from.

MEXICA ORIGIN

I am Mexica. It’s written in my name and the red road I walk. My people are often referred to as the Aztec. History tells us that the Aztec people came from a mythical place called Aztlán, along with six other tribes that migrated to the four directions. My people traveled north, and, for more than 200 years, they roamed to many different places, mixing with and learning from other tribes until they found the prophetic sign that they had searched for. An eagle perched on a cactus. They knew that this was where they were to lay their roots, and in 1325, they founded the great city of Tenochtitlan, which means abundance or the prickles of the cactus. It was during this time that they began to call themselves the Mexica people, and the empire they built was a culmination of hundreds of years of gathered knowledge. This eventually became modern-day Mexico City.

Our people grew to greatness. We were builders, farmers, cultivators, and intellectuals. Our society and economy were well conceptualized and extremely organized. We developed great systems of agriculture, incredible architecture, art, science, astronomy, and philosophy. My father often speaks of the magnificence and mastery of the art of our ancestors, from our carvings to our ceramics and our paintings, to name only a few. We were known to the world by the incredible accuracy of our calendar, astronomy, and architecture. Over the course of the 15th century, only the Incas in Peru built larger empires than ours.

After many years of growing their empire, the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés found our great city and eventually overthrew the Mexicas by extreme force, capturing Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) on August 13, 1521. This brought the last great Mesoamerican civilization close to an end. This colonization and genocide has been a scar within the history that Mexica people still carry. The Spaniards had no mercy and had very little interest to learn from us or our culture. They came to conquer, to take our riches, and to enslave our people. They destroyed everything that belonged to us that they didn’t want. They burned our belongings and tried to silence our voices. This left us with very little, and we began our struggle for cultural and spiritual survival. We lived a forbidden life and were no longer allowed to carry our identity or practice our ceremonies, rituals, and language. Our knowledge and cultural heritage had to be kept out of site and brought into our hearts and homes, leaving a great gap between the history written by the conquerors and the history passed down generation to generation by our ancestors.

The Mitotiliztli or “sacred dance” was one of the strongest cultural and spiritual expressions of our people. But, like everything else, we had to mask these ceremonies and dances as tributes to the Catholic saints. That was the only way we could dance publicly without fear of having our legs or hands mutilated as punishment. Times were hella tough for us back then.

For many hundreds of years, we continued to struggle. Our ancestors secretly passed our culture and stories down to the younger generations to keep our culture alive. In the early 1900s, throughout Mexico, there was tremendous discrimination, oppression, and hatred toward indigenous people. In response, many decided not to pass the language, culture, and heritage onto their children as their own parents had, in fear they would recognize the same oppression they had lived. While the bloodline continued, the passing on of the traditions ended with my great grandparents when my great grandma chose to not pass on our language to my grandfather. It wasn’t until around the 1950s that the ceremonies and rituals started to appear again in public, slowly coming out and being accepted by the Mestizo (mix-blooded) and mostly Catholic religious society.

In modern Mexico City, once known as Tenochtitlan, traditional Mexica groups started to emerge slowly and occupy the public spaces with their tradition and ceremonies. That is when our family and many people reconnected to their ancestry. My grandfather, Xolotl, worked to help revive the culture and rekindle some of the many traditional dance groups across Mexico. We were once again able to practice our ancient traditions, honoring the Earth, dancing to the spirits, utilizing our sacred instruments we once hid, and wearing our colorful regalia. The prayers of our ancestors were answered, as they said this day would again come and we would revive our culture out of the pain and brutality that we had endured for centuries. This was a new time of great hope for the Mexica.
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My Grandfather Xolotl




FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION

My people withstood disaster and despair, weathered tremendous conflict and threats from the outside world, and came alive through art, culture, science, and social evolution. That was the backdrop for the birth of my father, who was born in a small town called Santa Cruz, Acalpixca, in Xochimilco, Mexico City.

My father grew up embracing the ceremonies, practicing the dances in their plazas on a daily basis. His life was deeply rooted in this culture, and it showed him the importance of maintaining a connection to the earth. Many of these teachings were passed onto me. I learned that everything around us is affected by the way that we live, and our actions create a ripple effect, like a stone dropped into a pond of water.

I understood at an early age that we have a responsibility to be caretakers of the land. I had strong indigenous roots. From birth, my parents have raised me with these traditional Mexica practices and beliefs. My first real connection to my tradition occurred when I was just 6 weeks old. My parents often tell me stories of how I got my name, Xiuhtezcatl Tonatiuh.

My mom remembers:

When Xiuhtezcatl was 6 weeks old, he received his name in the Black Hills of South Dakota. The naming ceremony took place at World Peace and Prayer Day. Xiuhtezcatl’s grandfather, Xolotl Martinez, had traveled to Mexico to bring his name, which was chosen based on the Aztec calendar, from the elders in Mexico. Arvol Looking Horse, a Lakota chief and carrier of the White Buffalo Calf Pipe helped Xolotl do this ceremony. When Xiuhtezcatl was born, his grandfather chose his name based on his Tonalamatl (an astronomical, philosophical, and numerical study based on the Mexica calendar and the time and place of birth). He then determined his name based on what he saw and understood. Xiuhtezcatl means “Turquoise Mirror,” representing a reflection of the sky. Tonatiuh references the sun. At the ceremony, Xolotl stood next to Arvol. They held Xiuhtezcatl and presented him to each direction. As they did, we all shouted out Xiuhtezcatl’s new name toward the north, the south, the east and the west. After that, they took Xiuhtezcatl, his father, and I to join them in a sweat lodge. The elders were awaiting our arrival. When I entered with him, I kind of panicked because they brought 52 hot rocks into the sweat lodge. For a second there, I thought they were going to cook my baby. I passed Xiuhtezcatl to the first elder, and he held him over the hot stones and made a prayer in his native tongue. This continued until each elder in the sweat lodge did the same. He finally returned to me, and the elder indicated that I could now take him out. He told me that they would pray for him. While I was relieved we weren’t going to be inside that hot sweat lodge anymore, I was happy for the incredible blessing he just received. We sat outside the sweat lodge by the fire and listened to the prayers and songs they were singing inside for Xiuhtezcatl.

After I introduce myself, many people ask if I have a nickname, or if there’s an easier way to pronounce Xiuhtezcatl. I’ve never taken up a nickname because my name is more than just a title. It’s part of who I am, in the same way that my long hair is. While I don’t remember the moment, the story of how I got my name will stay with me forever.

Since I could walk, I began learning my people’s ceremonial dances and participating in important events and sacred runs to reconnect with our roots. When I was just 7, the Hopi people planned a sacred run to Mexico City in honor of the water, and to bring attention to the global water crisis many were experiencing. They put a call out to the world for people to send water from their regions that the Hopi would run with all the way to the heart of Mexico City to present at the World Water Forum. Many indigenous brothers and sisters joined in this run, carrying prayers for the healing of the water in their minds and their hearts. My grandfather, Xolotl, and hundreds of our Mexica brothers and sisters received these runners in the ceremonial place in Mexico called Teotihuacan, honoring them with ceremonies and dances.

My grandfather made a commitment to the Hopi people during that ceremony that they would run from Mexico City back to Hopi carrying the sacred fire. In our tradition, when you bring together the water and the fire, it is called the atlachinolli, and it represents new life. This run was in honor of new life and strengthening our commitment to protecting the sacred elements that give us life. This was the second big run that I had participated in as a child. My Grandfather and 30 other Mexicas carried the fire and the water, running several weeks from Mexico City to the US border. There, our family and many other indigenous runners met them. Border patrol didn’t let many of the runners from Mexico cross into the US, including my grandfather. Only a small handful (mostly youth) were allowed to cross, and they were prepared to carry the sacred elements and prayers all the way to Hopi land in Arizona. I was 7 at the time, my brother was 5, and my mother was pregnant with my little sister. We stopped at reservations along the way to present the fire and the water in ceremony and gather more runners.

I remember sleeping on the floor in people’s houses, riding in the back of pickup trucks, showering in school gyms, and running through the desert, doing my best to keep up with my dad. By the time we arrived outside of Hopi, we were 75 runners strong. We were permitted to enter the first Hopi Mesa running on their old sacred trails. These people lived at the top of a massive plateau, and as the runners approached the reservation, hundreds of elders and people lined the cliffside far above us. They formed lines that we ran through, the elders using feathers to bless us with water as we passed. We continued through all three Hopi mesas, ending in the ceremonial place of the Second Mesa. It was the first time the Hopi opened their ceremonial ground for another culture to enter and offer their dances.

We were received on a hot, sunny day and presented the elders of that village with the fire that had been carried all the way from Mexico City. We then entered the plaza and set up our altar. My father lead the ceremony and dance. After 2 hours of dancing in the dry heat, I got heatstroke. I’ll never forget these experiences while I was growing up—running for weeks in prayer and participating in these incredible ceremonies are deeply a part of who I am today.
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A Mexica Ceremony at Hopi




THE STRENGTH OF OUR ROOTS

Even though I was born in the United States, I spent quite a bit of time over the course of the first 5 years of my life in Mexico. Spanish was my first language. I participated in all-night ceremonies on the top of the pyramids and in the plazas. I remember other sacred runs we did in Mexico to special locations, like the birthplace of Quetzalcoatl (one of our great leaders). We lived in my grandparents’ home, which had no running water and very little light or electricity. It was a simple life, and we spent our days traveling from ceremony to ceremony. We lived on the money we made from the art and jewelry we sold in the plazas.

While I didn’t travel again to Mexico until November 2016, we continued our dances and ceremonies here in the United States. When I returned to Mexico, I was very focused on ceremony and bringing back memories from my early childhood. I deepened my knowledge of the philosophy, the history, and the symbolism of my heritage. Being on the land of my people, I could feel a certain vibration that I hadn’t felt before. I felt like I was home, a place where I belonged, knowing that my people fought and died so that I could return to this place and practice the ceremonies of my ancestors.

My experience in Mexico reminded me that part of being indigenous is understanding a connection to the water we drink, the air we breathe, and the earth we walk on. While we might come from different walks of life, places in the world, and religious or spiritual beliefs, it is in our nature to want to fight for the health of the planet. This life is a gift, and it is our responsibility to respect and protect that which gives us life.

My father taught me every time we went out in nature, to a forest or a river, to the ocean or to the mountains, that we should leave behind an offering to honor that land, whether we left a song, a little bit of tobacco, or a piece of hair. From the time that I could walk, I was also learning that our dances, songs, and traditions are completely linked to the Earth. Every step in every dance represents a different element, a different animal, or a different part of our tradition. As human beings, we are the caretakers of the land.

I’ve been going to a Lakota ceremony called Sundance my whole life. When I was 5, I went to one here in Colorado with my family, and close to 100 other warriors. While the dancers spent 4 days in prayer and ceremony, my father and I sat with the drummers and sang songs to support the dancers. On the 4th day, after the ceremony had come to an end, the Chief gathered everyone to sit in front of the supporters who had brought hundreds of gifts for everyone to choose from. They called this the Giving Ceremony. There was everything from beautiful blankets and trinkets to animal skins and tons of toys for all the kids running around the camp.

The Chief called the children up first to choose gifts, and about 30 of us ran toward all the items laid out in the grass. While all of the kids went for the colorful toys, I walked straight toward the Chief and dancers, choosing a beautiful deerskin lying on the ground. I picked it up, threw it over my shoulder, and walked back to sit with my dad. It was at least three times my size.

The chief and dancers began to laugh at the gift I’d chosen, joking that my dad put me up to it. Honestly, I genuinely thought that it would be way doper to bring home a huge deerskin than a squirt gun. I also took myself way too seriously when I was little, way more than I do now anyway. The chief approached my father at the closing celebration of the Sundance and said that it was very unusual for a child to choose a gift like that, and that particular deerskin once belonged to him, so I had to be sure to take special care of it. The chief’s wife told my mom, “Xiuhtezcatl will have a strong path in his life.” After we returned home, I slept on that deerskin for as long as I could, until it started falling apart.

Moments like these helped shape the life that I’m living, and made me who I am. My connection to my ancestry and my connection to the Earth have helped define my identity and my view of the world, and they continue to shape the path that I walk. I’m painting my legacy in honor of everything my ancestors fought for and in hope for the world that I will pass onto the next generation.
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Xiuhtezcatl at the Giving Ceremony




LIVING A SACRED LIFE

I know we can reverse the damage caused by hundreds of years of neglect and thoughtless action, but only if we return to a way of living that recognizes that all life is sacred. The future of the planet needs to be shaped by an important balance of technology, media, innovation, and indigenous wisdom. If you study the many tribes and their beliefs of hierarchy, there was a tremendous sense of respect for women and elders. Women were commonly honored as the providers of life and as caretakers, and seen as equals to men. Mexica people believed in an important balance between the masculine and feminine energy, and it is necessary in order for our communities to thrive.

A respect for our elders has always been a part of family traditions. It’s customary to care for our parents and grandparents in the way that they cared for us our whole lives. That was just a part of life for my family. My great-grandmother turned 93 this year. She can barely see, doesn’t have many teeth left, and is one of the most beautiful people I’ve ever met. My family in Mexico all help take care of her. When I came back to live in the US, I was shocked to see that the cultural norm is to put your grandparents in retirement homes the moment that they can’t take care of themselves. Even if it’s a really nice retirement home, separating ourselves from our elders breaks a connection within families and to the knowledge and wisdom they have to offer. Keeping our elders close forges a relationship between the older and younger generations that I believe is missing from some cultures.

We’ve been so focused on growth, progress, and development that we’ve forgotten who we are. Humanity has left behind a lot of what makes us human, most importantly our connection to the Earth. Reconnecting to these ancient teachings can help us to strike a balance between growth and development and the health of our planet.
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A Mexica Solstice Ceremony



FLOWERS AND SONGS

One of the most important pieces of wisdom my father ever shared with me was a poem in our language. It says, “Ti nechcayo to tiuhxochime, ti nechcayo to tiuhcuicame” These words are from one of our great leaders, Nezahualcoyotl, who was recognized for his vision and the ways he so beautifully expressed the presence of mankind on Earth and the magnificence of life. These words translate to, “At the least, we should leave flowers, at the least we should leave songs.” What this poem is saying is a reflection on the legacy of our people. When our empire falls, when our days of power come to an end, the true greatness of the Mexica will live on in the hearts and minds of its people. The only thing that will outlast the glory of our nation is our culture, our ceremonies, and our ways of life, written in the songs that we teach our children, passed down to the heirs of this culture. The legacy of my people is one of flowers and songs. Handed down by my father, along with the responsibility to keep this legacy alive in the hearts and the minds of our people—that is where the power to shape our world lies. The power to determine our legacy and to pass on all that those before us fought for.

CALL TO ACTION: AUTHENTIC SPIRITUALITY, NOT CULTURAL APPROPRIATION

Spirituality is something that everyone is losing. It is part of us. But, when we put it aside, we don’t allow it to grow, and it is something very vital for harmony on this planet. At this time, our children, our seeds, don’t have that spirituality that they should have to feel connected to this Earth and understand that there is a spirit in everything. That spirit needs to be honored and cared for.

My good friend Lyla June Johnston is a young Navajo leader who is constantly offering amazing examples of bringing spirituality into her movement work. She helps organize the Black Hills Unity Concert, which is more like a ceremony than a festival. Artists and musicians donate their time to bring attention to the Sacred Black Hills that need to be returned to the Lakota people. She brought that same grounded spiritual presence to her work, supporting the protest at Standing Rock to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline. She says, “Our ancestors believed that we are merely vessels through which spirit would work, and so, an activist leader without prayer is like a vessel without water.”

From Gandhi’s satyagraha in India to the Civil Rights Movement to Standing Rock, spirituality has been an essential part of movements. Spiritual connection can be a powerful anchor for our movements, if it’s done in an authentic way. Some European Americans have taken things from indigenous spirituality without permission or gratitude. At times, they then distort the message to suit their own needs. For a long time, nonindigenous people have used indigenous knowledge and wisdom to profit or enhance their own social status. This is not the way the teachings were intended, and it’s important to address and bring an end to cultural appropriation. When many people hear the phrase “cultural appropriation” they think of offensive team mascots like the Redskins, or the terrible trend of young people wearing native headdresses to festivals. Sometimes, it’s not that obvious, though, and well-intentioned people can cause harm when they adopt spiritual practices.

Here are some tips for avoiding cultural appropriation, while exploring spiritual connection:

Explore your own ancestral traditions. We are all indigenous to this Earth, and many people, even Europeans, have Earth-based spiritual practices in their lineage that have been forgotten by their families. Do the investigative work to track back your lineage to the days before the colonization of your people.

Always ask permission. When you participate in spiritual traditions that are not your own, be respectful. Many people that don’t have a spiritual way or have lost their connection to it are spiritually hungry. Understand that this is someone else’s home, and, even if you were hungry, you wouldn’t just walk into someone else’s home and take food from their fridge. It’s important to knock on the door and ask to first be invited in. Once you’re in someone else’s spiritual home, be humble, ask for guidance, and follow the instructions of your hosts.


THE VOICE OF OUR ANCESTORS

An Interview with Xolotl Martinez

Xolotl Martinez is Xiuhtezcatl’s grandfather and the patriarch of the family.

ME: How did you get connected to your culture, and what is the importance of it?

XOLOTL: The vision and connection that I have to our culture was given to me by my grandparents. It is what has given me my path, and I thank them for that ancient wisdom. They taught me to respect and appreciate the plants and traditional medicine, our Nahuatl language, the customs, the food, and the celebrations—all this was vital for my life and spiritual path.

ME: What is the importance of transmitting our culture?

XOLOTL: Understanding that this is an ancient culture, it is our responsibility to re-create and teach the youth and children that we come from a culture rich in values and beauty. And so, in this way, they can continue being connected to the ancient wisdom and learn to live according to this lineage with their customs and traditions that have a base respect to life itself.

The Mexica culture is one of the greatest of the world, because the antiquity (old age) richness and value to humanity. The Nahuatl language is recognized for its extended reach to the Americas, being one of the most spoken in the old world. For the decedents of this culture, it is a privilege and pride to have this tradition and be part of this great culture of the world.

The world doesn’t know the depth of the Mexican culture, since we only hear the negative aspects written in the history books. Little is known of its greatness, harmony, creativity, skill in the fine arts, philosophy, and values.

ME: Where did my name come from?

XOLOTL: We all have a name and with it comes our destiny—when your name was chosen and given to you, it came with your destiny. We gave you your name with the intention to bring you light, guidance and knowledge from your ancestors. We live in a world of multiple dimensions. Xiuh is the shine, the blue light that emerges from the universe, the color of the energy that comes from the universe, the blue of the fire from the stars, a reflection of the sky. The second part of your name, Tezcatl, is the mirror or the reflection. Blue turquoise mirror, reflection of the sky, and blue reflection of the celestial gourd are all a part of your name.

It is important for us to stay connected to the ceremonies, which helps you to awaken the consciousness the world needs. The more youth and children are united, the more we can create a change. We all need to work together to promote and protect Mother Earth.
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CHAPTER 2
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Kid Warrior

Developing Purpose at a Young Age

I genuinely believe that we are here for a reason. Everyone is a small part of a really big puzzle. I started to find my place at a younger age than you’d expect from most people. Even in the first few years of my life, I could tell something was wrong with the world. It didn’t take a climate scientist to see the way we as a society were living wasn’t sustainable. To me, it was an obvious problem and apparent everywhere I went, because everything we do is contributing to it. I learned from my parents that everything is connected, and what we do to the Earth, we do to ourselves.

Even as a little boy, who could barely see over the counter, I saw the desperation in the planet I loved. I wanted to do something about it. I might have been small, but I wanted the world to hear. It didn’t really have anything to do with being an “activist.” I just wanted people to understand how I felt, and hold adults accountable for what they were passing on. From a 6-year-old’s perspective, it pretty much looked like the adults had messed up the world that I was growing up in. Throughout my childhood, there were a bunch of important moments that that helped me find my voice and empowered me to make a difference.

WRITING MY OWN STORY

The first time I stepped on stage was at a climate change rally in Boulder, Colorado. I made the decision to speak because I saw it as an opportunity to hold adults accountable for the current state of our environment. I arrived at the rally with a folded-up piece of paper in my hand, the speech I had worked hard to memorize. I gazed up to the microphone towering over me and waited for someone to come lower it, so I could speak. I started the speech the same way I would at the UN almost 10 years later, by reciting a Mexica prayer. After I finished, I explained to the audience that I had just said a prayer in my native language, giving thanks to all the elements—water, fire, earth, and air. I told them, “I was giving thanks to them to give us life, to give us energy, and to give us strength.” I was kind of nervous, but afterward, everyone said that they couldn’t tell. People still tell me to this day that I had fire in my eyes, and a lot of intensity very unique to a 6-year-old. After I introduced myself, I told the audience my age and that I was a boy, feeling a need to clarify because of my long hair.

I explained to the audience that when I was 5 years old, I wanted to go with my little brother to shut down all the factories. But when I turned 6, I realized that it was us who were  buying from the factories










AN URGENT CALL TO ACTION: THE ELEVENTH HOUR




DISCOVERING MY COMMUNITY: THE EARTH GUARDIANS














REIGNITING THE FLAME
















CALL TO ACTION: PURSUE YOUR PASSION
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