MAYAN RELIGION
Religion was important to every part of Mayan life. The Mayas were polytheistic. The Maya had at least one hundred and sixty-six gods. The supreme god was called "Itzamna", the inventor of writing and the arts and sciences. His wife was "Ix Chel" the goddess of weaving, medicine and childbirth. Each day, month, city, and occupation had its own special god or goddess. 

Each city-state had its own ruler (halach uinic) who was believed to be a living god. He ruled until his death. Then his oldest son became the next ruler. 

Priests served with the halach uinic. The role of priests was to connect the calendar and astronomy. He calculated the festivals, ceremonies, fateful days and seasons. Mayans used observation from their temples to understand the night sky. They tied religious ceremonies, planting, harvesting, and other events to astronomy.  Priests also performed other duties like sacrifices and medical rituals.
The Mayans had a variety of religious festivals and celebrations to honor the gods. Offerings of food, jade, animals were made to the gods during religious ceremonies. Some of these ceremonies included human blood. The Maya believed blood sacrifice was necessary for the survival of both gods and people. It sent human energy skyward so they could receive divine power in return. Priests would pierce themselves to provide blood. After they pierced their tongues, lips, and skin, they dripped blood on paper and burned it so the smoke would rise into the sky to the gods. There was also animal and human sacrifice. Humans sacrificed were often prisoners, slaves or orphans. The sacrificed people were hanged, drowned, or executed at temples on altars.  The victim’s heart was cut out and presented to the god being honored. At Chichén Itzá, victims were thrown into a sacred well (thought to be the threshold of the underworld). If the victim survived the fall and did not drown, they would be pulled out of the well and allowed to live. 

The Mayan Ballgame, called Pok-a-Tok, was part of the Mayan religion. It took place in a special court in the main ceremonial centers of each city. The players wore protective clothing and competed to score points by hitting the hard rubber solid ball with their forearm, elbows and hips. Touching the ball with the hands or feet was not allowed. Teams scored points by making contact or getting the ball through one of the stone rings at the other sides of the court. The game was simple but very religious and the losers were often sacrificed. 

Heaven was believed to have 13 layers. Each layer had its own god. The underworld had nine layers and each layer had its own lord of the night. The underworld was a cold, unhappy place and was believed to be where most Maya went after they died. The Maya also thought that the heavenly bodies of the Sun, the Moon and Venus passed through the Underworld when they disappeared below the horizon every night. They thought that they lived in the fifth creation of world. A great flood had destroyed each the previous four worlds. At the beginning of the fifth world, the gods created humans from corn.  

The Mayans also practiced a type of ancestor worship. They believed the dead became one with the gods. They worshipped their ancestors at many religious ceremonies. Pyramids were built over the sacred remains of dead rulers. Commoners also build their homes on top of their ancestors’ graves as a sign of respect and unity with their loved ones. Before a man would die he would go to a priest and confess his sins so he could be freed from the devil. When someone died their tools or goods would be buried with them. They usually put a jade or another valuable item in his or her mouth.  
Mayan Astronomy and Calendar-Making

The Maya strongly believed in the influence of the cosmos on daily life. Consequently, Mayan knowledge and understanding of celestial bodies was advanced for their time: For example, they knew how to predict solar eclipses. They also used astrological cycles to aid in planting and harvesting and developed two calendars that are as precise as those we use today.

The first, known as the Calendar Round, was based on two overlapping annual cycles: a 260-day sacred year and a 365-day secular year. Under this system, each day was assigned four pieces of identifying information: a day number and day name in the sacred calendar and a day number and month name in the secular calendar. Every 52 years counted as a single interval, or Calendar Round. After each interval the calendar would reset itself like a clock.

Because the Calendar Round measured time in an endless loop, it was a poor way to fix events in an absolute chronology or in relationship to one another over a long period. For this job, a priest working in about 236 BC devised another system: a calendar that he called the Long Count. The Long Count system identified each day by counting forward from a fixed date in the distant past. (In the early 20th century, scholars found that this "base date" was August 11 or August 13, 3114 BC.) It grouped days into sets, or cycles, as follows: baktun (144,000 days), k’atun (7,200 days), tun (360 days), uinal or winal (20 days) and kin (one day).

The Long Count calendar worked the same way that the Calendar Round did--it cycled through one interval after another--but its interval, known as a "Grand Cycle," was much longer. One Grand Cycle was equal to 13 baktuns, or about 5,139 solar years.

The Maya incorporated their advanced understanding of astronomy into their temples and other religious structures. The pyramid at Chichén Itzá in Mexico, for example, is situated according to the sun’s location during the spring and fall equinoxes. At sunset on these two days, the pyramid casts a shadow on itself that aligns with a carving of the head of the Mayan serpent god. The shadow forms the serpent’s body; as the sun sets, the serpent appears to slither down into the Earth. 
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