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INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

 (Revised for
the Second Edition)

 


Since I was young, it has
been my great fortune to have studied with elders from several
nations. These elders taught me well – they were far better at
teaching than I was at learning – and a great deal more has found
its way into written form than I had first estimated. As I continue
to reflect on what they said to me many years ago, I find it
reveals more unexpected meaning – often beyond my ability, at least
yet, to put into words. And, of course, elders are still teaching
me today. I realize that their wisdom has sunk deep like rain into
the thirsty soil of my memory such that, like a tree growing from a
tiny seed, this work has slowly grown greater and stronger over
many years, sending roots deep down and reaching out with many
branches and leaves.

What I offer you has been
this entire lifetime (and perhaps others too) in the learning, and
yet it is by no means now or ever fully learned. This book was
twenty years in the drafting and another two years in the final
composition and editing. I could continue writing for the rest of
my life and never finish it, or editing forever and never make it
perfect. For most of those years I resisted the frequent suggestion
that my written summaries of oral teachings, circulated only among
friends and students, be published. But I have finally been
persuaded to do so by the fact that most of the elders who taught
me have since “dropped their robe” (died) and that there are not
many people alive who remember much of what these elders taught.
Fewer yet have the ability to translate an essentially oral
tradition and conversational-experiential teaching method into
written format, into a conversation frozen in form.

This book, therefore, is
not my book; let there be no confusion about that. My name goes on
the cover because I put the words on paper, but what you hold
reflects the teachings of the elders whom I have been most
fortunate to know. These teachings belong to no one person or group
of people. They are sacred, and sacred things are beyond ownership.
They belong to Creator; they belong to the world. The elders
carried them to me; I carry them to you.

This book is not an
instruction manual. You cannot read it and become wise in the ways
of the Red Road. Would that it were that easy!, but nothing so
sublime as spiritual enlightenment comes that conveniently. This is
not an intellectual philosophy, as is found among the children of
the classical Greek thinkers, but a practical philosophy: apply it
and you will live better. If as you read you feel drawn to the Red
Road, please understand that you cannot learn it by reading a book,
any more than you can learn to swim by reading a book. You can only
“jump in the water” by humbly sitting at the feet of a
traditionally taught elder and by joining in the sacred ceremonies.
If you are meant to walk the Red Road, your teacher will find you;
you don’t need to go looking for one.

Reading this book will not
make your path through life any easier. In fact, it would be much
easier for you to stay with the path that is ordained by the
present-day newcomers’ culture than to try to live in accordance
with these traditional teachings.

This book is also not
meant to be an exhaustive, scholarly compendium of the broad
spectrum of Native American spirituality. At most, I have only
heard scattered pieces of a few nations’ traditions – some of them
so smashed by the newcomers’ culture that all there is to gather is
pieces – but I don’t know the first thing about the traditions of
most of the nations of this continent.

Rather, this book is meant
to help in its own small way in the accomplishment of two goals: to
restore the Sacred Hoop of All the Nations – the circle of all life
– lest the broken pieces destroy each other and this Earth, and to
pass on to the seventh generation the teachings shared with me by
the elders I had the great fortune to know, so that what little I
carry will not be lost.

Native Americans now
constitute a minuscule proportion of the population of North
America; even fewer actually honor that ancestry by keeping their
family heritage and culture alive. Some communities and individuals
do still keep the old ways alive, while some continue them only in
outward display at pow-wows or on stage – or by performing the
ceremonies in a highly structured, ritualized, stultified way that
unfortunately, if unconsciously, mimics the liturgies of the
religions the newcomers brought with them to this continent. But
many people of Native ancestry – most, perhaps – don’t even do that
much to maintain the old ways. Few of them are truly interested in
learning and passing on their foreparents’ ways; it takes years to
learn the traditional teachings, and it does nothing to help one
get a good job and make lots of money. Most such individuals are
Native American in ancestry only, not in spirit.

As a result of these
factors, a significant possibility exists that the traditional ways
will die out entirely. Already, in this continent and worldwide,
many nations have been extinguished, and others continue in name
only. This is especially a matter of concern since there are
abundant signs that there will be cataclysmic changes in the
future, and that this wisdom will yet prove essential, as the White
Buffalo Calf Woman said, for the salvation of the people –
all people. Traditional
people should be understood as people who think and act in the
manner described in this book. Being Native American in full or in
part, or of any other “tribal” heritage, does not in itself make
one traditional. And being of some other ancestry does not make
one not traditional. If the traditional ways are to survive, it is a
matter of changing minds, of changing lives, not of changing
ancestries.

There are individuals who
nevertheless maintain that no one has any right to be involved with
the Red Road unless that person is full-blooded Native American,
even though such exclusivism drives this wisdom even faster toward
extinction. Seeing how often non-Native people have arrogated and
ripped off Native traditions for their own selfish gain, I
understand why some people hold to this exclusivism. However, they
carry this attitude to all sorts of extremes, such as by insisting
that only members of their own particular nation have any right to
know the first thing about what its elders have taught. Yet, when
someone from their own nation chooses otherwise, they amend their
dictum, saying in effect that only those individuals within their
nations whose views and practice they approve of may learn or
teach. What it basically boils down to is that these individuals
have set themselves up as judges, reserving to themselves the right
to decide who gets to learn or teach. They have forgotten the
essence of this sacred path, which the Beautiful One said is to
pray with and for all life so the Sacred Hoop is restored; the
essence of this path is Respect.

I show respect for those
who have been taught different ways to walk the traditional Red
Road, and I expect the same of them in return. What I share here is
only what I have been taught. As one Grandmother often said to me,
“Stand in your truth!” Here in this book I stand in my truth and
ask you to stand with me in yours.

In 1986 I had a vivid
dream of building a Sacred Stone People’s Lodge on the quadrangle
in the middle of the campus where I attended seminary. As I
prepared to sweat, people of all spiritualities, religions, and
ancestries – hundreds, perhaps thousands – were coming into the
lodge. Ten years later, I dreamed that I was in Great Britain
talking about Native American spirituality, and a British woman
approached me saying she had Native American ancestry dating back
to the 1600s, when several Indians were brought over and “put on
display”. These dreams assure me that these teachings are not for a
certain people but all people who want to live their lives in
harmony with the rest of creation – that far from either extreme,
from Native Americans hoarding their sacred ways and from
non-Natives arrogating them, these sacred ways should be taught by
knowledgeable people such that not only they have an increased
survivability but they may actually inspire non-Native people to
live better, more honorable, and more spiritual lives. Beyond that,
I would hope that all traditional peoples worldwide might realize
how much they all (“we all”, for ultimately we are
all Natives, rooted in
some land and steeped in some tradition, even if some, especially
those of European ancestry, have lost their Native roots to the
monstrosities wreaked in the name of (pseudo-) Christianity and
“progress”.

This perspective coheres
with the ways of some of the great medicine men and women of
earlier generations, such as Grandfather Hehaka Sapa (Black Elk),
who anticipated the coming of two good white men, John G. Neihardt
(Flaming Rainbow) and Joseph Epes Brown, and generously shared his
teaching with them – and hence with us all – at a time when he was
to outward appearance a poor, sick old man and his own people, the
Lakota, were largely oblivious to the great treasure he carried. Or
Grandfather Tachcha Hushtë (Lame Deer), who generously shared what
he carried with another white man, Richard Erdoes, and who tells in
the book Erdoes recorded that he welcomed all sincere people, such
as a certain white woman, into his initi (a Lakota term for the Sacred
Stone People’s Lodge, often called “sweat lodge” in English). Or
the Tsalagi (Cherokee) and Seminole nations, as well as the
Tuscarora and Cheraw people who eventually became the Lumbee
nation, among others, who welcomed escaped African slaves into
their communities, such that, today, many African Americans can
point to a Native American ancestor.

The Sacred Hoop of All the
Nations has been broken not only through war, enslavement, and
greed, but through overly pious codification that turns the
traditional ways into museum pieces lacking the free flow of
spirit. Responsibility lies not only with the European invaders;
the fracturing of the Sacred Hoop had begun in some ways before
they first arrived. There was an ancient history among many nations
of revenge killings, vicious tortures, kidnappings, and betrayals
long before the Long White Bones Man arrived. The bloody ways of
Tadodaho were vanquished by Skennenrahawi (the Peacemaker),
Jikonshaseh, and Aionwantha (Hiawatha), but ever thereafter the
Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois Confederacy) have often failed to obey the
Peacemaker’s teachings.

Native American culture,
before and after the European invasion, has never been the perfect
mystical ideal the foolish have often proclaimed it to be. I am
equally aware that Western culture – European American culture – is
not the rampaging monster depicted by some. Both have committed
heinous wrongs and both have much goodness and wisdom to contribute
to the entire world. I am no historian or sociologist; I do not
attempt to analyze or justify the good or evil done by either
Native Americans or European Americans. Nor do I excuse or
apologize for ostensibly negative, even possibly stereotypical,
comments about either, whether the comments be mine or an elder’s.
The purpose of this book is, in the context of these issues, to
heal wounds and try to prevent or minimize future catastrophe. But
to do that we must first seek to understand the roots and nature of
the sicha (imbalance) in the world today; thus I will not be bashful
about naming attitudes and behavior in Western culture that have
caused and could cause further wounds.

In the face of all the
horror of past and present, and before humanity commits the
ultimate horror of its own annihilation, the Sacred Hoop must be
restored. This ought to be the first goal of every individual who
walks or wants to walk the Red Road. Exclusivism, divisiveness, and
the continued raping of the Earth will never restore the Sacred
Hoop. As a certain Grandfather said to me, “There is only one race
– the human race – and this race we win, or lose,
together.”

 


 


Blood quantum was never an
issue until the United States government established the Bureau of
Indian Affairs and Canada created its own Department of Indian
Affairs, and it wasn’t for my teachers, either. Full-blood are you?
The elders weren’t impressed. Mixed-blood? Unimportant. No Native
blood? Not an issue. What they asked for, rather, was sincerity and
commitment, trust and honesty, honor and respect. One medicine man
said many times, in several variations, “I don’t care about the
contents of your pedigree, but rather the contents of your heart.”
Another elder, despite growing up poor in the rural Ozarks,
educated himself magnificently and became an expert on the
religions of the world, studies that convinced him that Native
American spirituality is but one expression of the true faith of
all the original peoples. Another one frequently emphasized to me
that ancestry never makes anyone a better person, but that
humility, honesty, and commitment do. Yet another told me of a
powerful vision of people of all races walking up different sides
of the same hill, gradually coming close enough to join hands and
form a circle as they neared the peak.

While ancestry should not
be an issue and while these traditions should not be turned into a
mimicry of a “traditional way” that never was, neither are these
traditions to be arrogated or ripped out of their proper context.
When I was young and first learning these ways, the Native American
spiritual path was not a popular subject for study. But there has
been in recent decades a growing interest in it, which has led to a
number of books, many of them largely or entirely spurious, and
which do little to satisfy the stirrings of spiritual hunger in the
souls of millions of people. To those individuals who feel a call
to the Red Road I say, as the elders said to me, that this is not
an easy path. But it is a good path; it is the path of this sacred
land on which we live, Turtle Island (North America); and it is
good to learn the spiritual “language” of this land and her
children. I strongly believe learning something of these ways will
help you become a better Jew or Christian or Muslim or Buddhist; at
the least, it will help you to be less of a “stranger in a strange
land” (to quote the Torah) as you walk this continent.

 


 


How, then, should you read
this book? I suggest that you read it the same way I wrote it –
slowly. Rather than scanning it quickly and putting it back on the
shelf, try reading it at speaking speed. Try reading it aloud, or
even have a friend read it aloud to you; this book, after all,
represents oral teachings, and it would be better absorbed that
way. Pause from time to time as you read to let the old teachings
sink in through silence. Reread portions of the book that are hard
to understand, that are difficult to accept, or that move you
strongly for reasons you can’t quite ascertain. Think of us as
having a conversation; you might ask questions aloud as we go along
together, and I suspect they will be answered in due
course.

It is primarily the sacred
teachings these wise ones carried that are reflected in the text
that follows and are the focus of this book. The wisdom shared by
the elders is what’s important, not the nation or the person who
carries it and shares it. The person is only the robe (body) for
the wisdom. Just as different people tell the same traditional
story in different ways and embody it with different words and
embellishments, so the teachings that follow are shaped by the
teller. While they are not my teachings, you will find on many
occasions that the words in which the teachings are embodied record
my own way of orally explaining them, and my own views regarding
their interpretation and application. That, too, is traditional;
the elders I knew frequently intermixed the personal with the
ageless – that, in fact, is how, in each generation, the teachings
passed on grow greater and reach out farther, just as a sapling
branches into a tree.

Yet, to borrow an analogy
made by Gautama Buddha, what the elders gave me to carry is but a
single leaf amid the great forest of sacred wisdom. Even though
that single leaf can be a very heavy burden at times for this
frail, humble soul to carry, it is yet essential that I, and every
one of us who carries no matter how small a scrap of the old
wisdom, save it and share it, lest it be lost entirely. For, as one
elder taught me, even a single leaf is enough to reconstruct the
entire forest; it is the forest in microcosm, and – even if it’s a
single word, say, the word Respect, it might be enough to help
people listen to the natural world around them and find the rest
taught by the other leaves, the other living beings.

When speaking of the
traditional ways, I customarily use the present tense. I realize,
of course, that, unfortunately, much of what I am saying is
traditional is rarely followed these days. Often have I seen on
reservations the painful reality of traditional ways largely lost
to the ugly specter of poverty, unemployment, drugs, alcohol,
sickness, depression, and suicide – or to the poisons that come
with high-stakes casino gambling, manipulative developers, and
sudden vast amounts of money. Off the rez, even full-bloods have
lost their connection with the traditional ways as they struggle to
survive according to the rules of the newcomers’ culture. Still, I
use the present tense because these ways, whether they are common
today or not, still are, in a sacred realm outside of Western linear time, a realm
where time is cyclic. They are still there, for those who wish to
remember them and even perhaps live by them. I will not let them,
in Dylan Thomas’s words, “go gentle into that good night” of the
past. I will not allow those who are still seeking to destroy the
right way of living to describe, and dismiss, as Hitler did, in
their scholarly museums to a dead race. I will not let them succeed
in their Orwellian dictum, “Who controls the past controls the
future; who controls the present controls the past.” I hope and
pray these ways will continue to live – and so, even if there are
those who may object to my use of the present tense, I use it
anyway as a sign of hope that the Circle of Life will come around
again after the chaotic and difficult times that lie ahead for this
Earth. As T. S. Eliot wrote in Burnt
Norton:

 


Time present and time
past

Are both perhaps present in
time future,

And time future contained
in time past.

 


The preponderance of
teachings in this book come from elders of the Rotinoshon:ni
(Iroquois Confederacy) of the Northeast, the Tsalagi (Cherokee) of
the Southeast, and the Great Sioux Nations (Lakota, Dakota, and
Nakota) of the Great Plains. While these nations have vast
differences, they also have much in common, and there is a lot of
shared history between the Northeast, Southeast, West, and
Southwest of Turtle Island.

First, anthropology and
oral history agree that the Rotinoshon:ni – whose sacred teachings
I refer to very often, and who know why I love them with all my
heart – originated in the desert regions of the Southwest, moving
by stages to the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi rivers,
into the Ohio lands (where the Wyandot [Huron], Erie, Cherokee, and
other nations split off), into the Trois-Rivières region of Québec
where they were enslaved by the Algonquians, and eventually into
the Saint Lawrence-Adirondack region. There in the Northeast they
were taught by Skennenrahawi (the Peacemaker), Aionwantha,
Jikonshaseh, and Handsome Lake. Indeed, to this day the Tsalagi and
the Rotinoshon:ni refer to each other respectively as the Younger
Brothers and the Older Brothers.

Likewise, while there is
some controversy on the subject, there are those who say that the
White Buffalo Calf Woman, the spiritual revelator of the Sioux,
came to them centuries ago in their original home in the East – not
too far from where Skennenrahawi (the Peacemaker) taught the
Rotinoshon:ni – before they moved to the Great Plains. However that
may be, it is indisputable that a number of nations linguistically
and culturally closely related to the Sioux – the Saponi, Tutelo,
Catawba, Monacan, Winnebago (Ho Chunk), and others – can still be
found in the East. In early post-invasion times these Siouan
peoples had a complex history with such Eastern peoples as the
Rotinoshon:ni, who intermarried with the Tutelo, especially when
the latter had a large community at Coreorgonel, near present-day
Ithaca, New York, and who adapted some of their songs and
ceremonial ways. These Siouan peoples still have a felt presence in
the East, especially in place names; I myself completed one circle
by studying with one of their elders. Moreover, the Rotinoshon:ni
have historically had a very close relationship with the
Anishinaabeg (Chippewa or Ojibweh), especially the Munsee branch,
who lived at one time in what is now New York with one of the
Rotinoshon:ni nations, the Onyota’a:ká (Oneida), intermarrying with
them, and whose descendants still can be found in the Northeast.
And the Anishinaabeg, in their turn, have always had a strong
connection with the Great Sioux Nations.

And now a book about the
traditional ways written in the Northeast has been released by a
publisher in the Southwest – there is an amazing symmetry and a
oneness here.

Ultimately, the philosophy
I describe is in large part universal to all the Native peoples of
Turtle Island – and, in fact, so my personal experiences tell me,
to traditional peoples the world over. You will, therefore, not be
surprised to find references to the wisdom of other heritages
herein. I do this because I am sure that among my readers will be
faithful adherents of the world’s great religions; I hope to give
them some points of familiarity as stepping stones to help them
understand the tradition I seek to describe. I have also done this
because I have always been taught that the traditional peoples
worldwide – from whom most of the world’s religions have sprung –
are part of the same heritage. We are all a part of the Sacred
Hoop.

When I use the common
English word for the Creator, I have written it with a hyphen
replacing the vowel: “G-d”. This is to honor a good and wise
tradition of the Jewish people, who teach that the name of G-d
should not be written out in full, out of respect. I hope I do not
need to add that this English word and its equivalents in Arabic,
French, Chinese, Hebrew, Lakota, Kanien’kéha:ka, and every other
human language, are just words, terms for the same Eternal Being.
While the Christian understanding (for instance) of G-d is vastly
different from the Native American, I still emphatically reject the
notion that the Christian G-d and the Native American G-d are
different deities. There is, in my view, only one G-d, though
different cultures and faiths may vary widely in their
understandings of deity – including seeing G-d as singular or
plural or even nonexistent, as masculine or feminine, as a
transcendent creator beyond the universe or as immanent, very
present in and through the universe (panentheism). As Goyaalé
(Geronimo) taught, “There is one G-d looking down on us all. We are
children of the one G-d. G-d is listening to me. The sun, the
darkness, the winds are all listening to what we now
say.”

I am an ordained
clergyperson in the United Church of Christ, a denomination in the
Protestant branch of the Christian religion, and I have pastored
local churches all my adult life. I have taken precepts in the
Chogye Zen Buddhist tradition, have publicly avowed the Shema and
many times participated in Shabbat worship and led the Seder of
Judaism, have publicly avowed the Shahadah and taken vows with Sufi
Islam, and have had the incredible blessing and fortune of learning
from elders of other world religions – Bahá’í, Hindu, Native
African (Grebo-Ashanti), Pagan, and Taoist in particular. These
connections, I believe, have put me in a unique position to say,
with conviction, that we are all
one – and that we should cease from
pretending otherwise. “For after all the great religions have been
preached and expounded, or have been revealed by brilliant
scholars, or have been written in fine books and embellished in
fine language with finer covers,” said Grandfather Luther Standing
Bear, “man – all man – is still confronted with the Great
Mystery.”

If this book serves any
purpose, let it be to help us bring the Sacred Hoop of All the
nations back together again so we and all who live may stand as one
in silent awe before that Great Mystery.

 


INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION




I am grateful for the opportunity to present this new edition.
It affords me the chance to restore many passages that were deleted
by the publisher of the first edition in order to shorten the book
by about one-third. It also allows me to make a few emendations and
insert a considerable amount of new material taught to me since the
publication of the first edition, or taught to me some time ago but
relatively recently returned to my conscious mind.

I have also decided to
return to the Mohawk term for the Iroquois Confederacy,
Rotinoshon:ni, rather than the more familiar Seneca term,
Hodenosaunee. The article “The” (deleted by the publisher of the
first edition) has been restored to the title, such that it
conforms to the dream that provided it, and the original subtitle
(also changed by the first publisher) has also been
restored.

During the years I was
writing this book I lived in various regions of the northeastern
United States, and then France, and now in Panamá. There are
frequent references to my home here or there, which were added to
this book at the time that my home was where the text says. It
would be far too difficult, and artificially “consistent”, to
change all these references. The reader, I hope, will understand
this.

 


A NOTE ON ELDERS AND ANCESTRY




After much thought and
prayer, I decided not to name in this text which elder taught me or
said to me which particular thing. The reasons for this are simple.
First, this book is not a potpourri of the teachings of several
individuals from several nations, but a unified practical
philosophy that they all shared in teaching me. Ethnologists stress
differences and speak of the traditional religions – plural – of
this continent; the elders I learned from invariably insisted there
is one traditional spiritual way shared, with only relatively
unimportant differences in language and practice, by all the
original peoples of this continent. Not only have I found that the
elders taught me the same essential philosophy, notwithstanding
their nations of origin, but in several cases they knew each other,
and I heard them agree that, despite their different tribal
origins, they held a synoptic view on the traditional ways.
Moreover, these teachers all said to me that the sacred wisdom is
the point, not the individuals who voice it. One elder emphasized
that the spirits don’t speak Lakota or Tsalagi or Kanien’kéha:ka –
or English or Chinese or any other language, for that matter – but
the First Language, the language of Spirit: in other words, he
said, they are one; it is we, we still in the flesh, who do the
dividing, not they. I have not exhaustively studied the traditional
ways of one nation, but, as is typical especially in the East,
where so much has been lost, I have studied with the elders of
several nations. And I have found, to my delighted astonishment,
that what has been shared with me, even though it comes from
several nations, coheres harmoniously into a perfect whole – and
one that makes sense, one that helps me live a better life.
Finally, among many nations it is traditional not to speak the
names of those who have “dropped their robe” (died), since their
names belong to their spirits, and uttering their names would,
therefore, be a kind of arrogation, even theft.

I owe these elders
everything, and, though my mistakes have been more than many, I
pray I have not utterly failed in carrying what they shared with
me, that I have not been entirely unworthy of their trust, and that
I am still learning from them, even if their physical voices are
now stilled. It’s pathetically inadequate to say, but it’s true: I
love and honor all these wise ones so much. Truly, as Benjamin
Franklin – a friend to the Native American peoples – said, I stand
upon the shoulders of giants. Any wisdom in this book reflects
their teachings. Any mistakes in it, and I am sure there are
plenty, are my own. Though I am sure not everyone will be entirely
pleased with what they read herein, I assure them that the mistakes
reflect not only my fallible humanity but also my willingness to
try to learn the traditional ways of these elders. I believe that
they, along with all wise ones worldwide, create part of a
spiderweb of wisdom that I pray will yet save this Earth from
destruction if only it is heeded.

Since many are the books
that claim much but have no rootage in genuine Native American
teaching, I know some readers of this book will look to see if it
is so rooted. I will, therefore, name once and once only, here as a
group, certain elders (some living and some who have since “dropped
their robe”) whose teachings I describe or whom I quote, in some
cases many times and in other cases only once or twice, in the
approximate order in which I encountered them: Running Deer (Steve
Williams, Cherokee); Yehwenode (Twylah Nitsch, Seneca); Sings-Alone
(C. W. Duncan, Lakota-taught Cherokee); Eli and Alloday Gatoga
(Cherokee); Rainbow Newmoon Shootingstar (Cherokee); Longman (Joe
Norris, Lakota-taught Cherokee); my spirit-sister Two Wolves
(Deborah Lange, Cherokee); Red Bear Smith (Cherokee); J. T. Garrett
(Cherokee); Grey Horse (Six Nations Seneca); George White Wolf
(Lakota-taught Monacan); Rolling Thunder (Paiute-, Lakota- and
Tuscarora-taught Cherokee); Howling Wolf (Mi’q Ma’q); Thundercloud
(James Hawkins, Tutelo-Saponi); Slow Turtle (John Peters,
Wampanoag); Big Eagle (Golden Hill Paugussett); Gladys
Tantaquidgeon (Mohegan); Mourning Dove (Doris Minckler, Abenaki);
Hollis Littlecreek (Anishinaabe); Roger Foisy (Algonquian); Blue
Eagle (Luc Bourgault, Algonquian); Red Thundercloud (Catawba); Tom
Porter (Mohawk); Margaret Cromartie (Cree); Grey Eagle (Frederic
Van Allen, Mohawk-Mohegan); Big Bear (Oneida); Wassaja (William
Gibson, Onondaga); Airy Dixon (Tutelo-Saponi); Henrietta Wise (of
an unknown Native American ancestry); Jody Abbott (Munsee); Roy
Blackbear (Mohawk-Paugussett); the Rev. Nickolas M. Miles
(Powhatan); Gary Kitzmann (Menominee); Tunkashila Ray Vaughn
(Oglala Lakota); Gayle Two Eagles (Oglala Lakota); He Who Hunts
Underground (Erwin “Sonny” Gordon, Seneca); Donna Coane
(Mohawk-Blackfoot); Gloria Tarbell Fogden (Mohawk); Douglas M.
George-Kanentiio (Mohawk); Rudolph Mendoza (Aztec); Blue Eagle
(William Kidd, Seneca); Oren Lyons (Onondaga); Kelly Curley
(Onondaga); Marian Hutchins and her daughter Buffy-Nicole
Richardson (Cherokee-Seminole); Grandfather Enrique (probably Ngäbe
Buglé).

There also were others I
learned from many years ago whose names are not recorded because
either they are no longer in this life and I cannot ask them for
permission or I know to do so would not be acceptable to their
spirits – preëminent among them an old Lakota medicine man, a young
Tsalagi (Cherokee) woman, and a Kanien’kéha:ka (Mohawk)
Grandmother, as well as other elders who have come to me in
powerful, vivid dreams and visions. And there is reflected herein
the wisdom of numerous individuals whom I only met or knew briefly,
but whose depth of understanding impressed me deeply and
permanently, even if hardly a word was spoken. And there have been
many dear friends – people who have been in the Sacred Stone
People’s Lodge with me, friends I’ve made at pow-wows, Native
American socials, among the Red Feather Council (formerly the Snake
Band – especially its Red Feather Council Singers), the Good
Medicine Society, the Association of Native Americans of the Hudson
Valley (and especially its Cloudbreaker Society and Moon Lodge
Society) and others I’ve known of many different traditions who
sometimes have themselves mediated the wisdom of the
wakan or, with powerful
questions, evoked it.

There have also been wise
wild creatures I have encountered in the woods and fields, skies
and waters, the four-legged friends and teachers who have shared
their lives with me and who have taught me much about the true
nature of love, as well as other nonhuman entities, such as
spirits, who have taught me well through dreams and
visions.

And there have been
teachers of many of the traditional tribal cultures of other
continents who have taught me well, whose ways are ultimately no
spiritually different from the Red Road – my unbounded gratitude
especially (again, in the order in which I met them) to Śri
Ramamurthi of Hinduism; the Rev. Kenneth Cohen of Taoism; the Rev.
James Levi Tobias Bowier, Jr., of the Grebo and Ashanti nations;
Zen Master Seung Sahn of the Chogye lineage, and Lama Norlha as
well as several other rinpoches and lamas of the Vajrayana lineage,
of Buddhism; Manx Starfire, a High Priestess in the Wild Witch
tradition; and Sidi Muhammed Sa‘id al-Jamal ar-Rifa‘i ash-Shadhuli
of Sufi Islam.

In this text I have named
the non-Native American teachers from whom I have had the honor to
learn of a people’s oral traditions, and have only named specific
Native American elders as sources when the teaching came to me
indirectly (when it comes from Grandfather Hehaka Sapa [Black Elk],
for instance, as recorded by Neihardt or Brown), so you can go to
the original published source and read the teaching in its context.
I do, however, name Native American teachers I know or knew
personally when the teachings they gave me orally can also be found
in published works – Sings-Alone, Rolling Thunder, and Blue Eagle,
for example. Published works which are prominently cited in the
text are included in a bibliography.

To all of these teachers,
of every kind and heritage, named or unnamed, I owe infinite
appreciation and love for what they shared with me.

 


 


I do not talk about my own
ancestry in this book for reasons similar to those for which I
don’t say exactly which elder made which statement to me: I don’t
want to see their wisdom undercut by questions about my worthiness
or vaunted right to pass their teachings on. Let’s suppose I have
no Native ancestry; if I say that, then I will likely be dismissed
as a “wannabe”. Let’s suppose I do have Native ancestry; if I say
that, then some members of my own nation will likely see me as
polluting the integrity of our heritage with the beliefs and
practices of other nations, and members of other nations may
condemn me for stealing their traditions. This book is not about
me, but about the traditions.

Here is what authorizes me
to pass these teachings on: these elders decided in their wisdom to
share that wisdom with me, often over my objections and despite my
still-continuing feelings of unworthiness, and gave me permission
to pass them on – indeed, encouraged and demanded me to do so,
considering what they could do to help people in this world, and
lest they be utterly lost.

I was taught neither to
brag about nor to be ashamed of my ancestry; the nature of my
ancestry, whatever it is, doesn’t make me a better or worse person.
I am proud of my ancestry, just as everyone should be. But my
ancestry didn’t write this book; it is not a factor in determining
the book’s worthiness. As one elder said often, “I care not about
the contents of your pedigree, but the contents of your heart.”
Consider the scurrilous media assault on Ward Churchill, attacking
the messenger and ignoring his message. This book is about what
it’s about, and that is not me; I am only an amanuensis, collator,
and translator; at best a lens that focuses and shapes the light to
a degree, but still lets it shine fully through.

 


A NOTE ON
LAKOTA LANGUAGE




There are no English words
for many of the concepts I try to explain in this book. It would be
cumbersome in a work of this sort to try to give all, or even a
few, of the words in Native American languages for these concepts.
Therefore, through much of this work, I have chosen primarily to
use the Lakota terms, even though I am not at all related by blood
to that great and noble people and have no standing among them, and
even though the preponderance of the traditional ways discussed in
this book accords not with the traditions of the Plains nations but
with those of the Northeastern nations, particularly the
Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois Confederacy). I understand that to do so
risks perpetuating the stereotype that depicts all Native Americans
in the “leather and feather” of the Plains nations. But I do so for
three good reasons. The first is that it was from a Lakota medicine
man that I first learned about these ways – beginning at the
formative age of twelve – and the first way one learns something
remains lifelong the strongest. The second is that, thanks to the
recorded teachings of such wise men as Lame Deer and Black Elk and
the work of sensitive, dedicated scholars like James R. Walker,
Dennis and Barbara Tedlock, Joseph Epes Brown, and Raymond J.
DeMallie, the Lakota perspective on these traditions is more widely
known and better understood than any other. (The Lakota long ago
“let the horse out of the barn”.) The third, and historical, reason
is that nations linguistically and culturally affiliated with the
Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota lived and still live in the East, so the
roots of their traditions are nourished by both the great forests
of the East and the great tallgrass plains of the West.

Note that I do not use the
standard method of transliterating Lakota into English, simply
because it can be misleading for those unfamiliar with the
language. I am so tired of hearing people badly mispronounce this
beautiful language. (“Wockin’ Tanka”, “Toon-ka Sheila”, “high-oka”,
and “wass-tay” indeed!) Thus I use my own method, which may not
please scholars or purists, but at least is a better guide to
proper pronunciation for those unfamiliar with Lakota.

I also want to be very
clear that I sometimes use Lakota terms (and by implication their
equivalents in the closely related languages of Nakota and Dakota)
in ways that may be at variance with common use among the Great
Sioux people, including their medicine men and women, or
ethnologists and other non-Native scholars. None of these should be
held in the least responsible or accountable for these non-standard
usages; I take full responsibility for them, and intend no offense
to anyone by using them. To the elders of the Great Sioux Nations I
offer my humble gratitude and respect.

Three words bear
particular explanation.

Washichu
(sometimes spelled wǎsichu) is commonly understood as
referring to people of European ancestry. Given its root meaning
(“takers of the fat”), I use it rather to refer to people, of
whatever ancestry, who arrogate to themselves without giving fairly
in return. Several elders have insisted to me that this is more
correct, since, of course, many people of European ancestry aren’t
at all greedy, and people of other ancestries (including Native
American) can be extremely greedy.

Washte (sometimes spelled wǎste) usually carries the same
connotations as the English words “good” and “pleasant”, or even
“attractive”, such as in reference to a person’s appearance. I use
the word exactly in this way, however I limit it to what is good,
pleasant, or attractive about things or persons in human society –
the goodness that is gathered and maintained by human
endeavor.

Wakan is generally used to refer to the sacred, to the clear
presence of Spirit. I use it in exactly this way; what is perhaps
unusual is that I present in this book a dialectic between
washte and
wakan that was shared
with me by one elder, and I believe is supported by early
ethnographers’ notes on the teachings of such medicine men as
George Sword and Napa (Finger).

 


– James David Audlin
(Distant Eagle)


I

TIME AND PLACE




Many of the original North
American peoples refer to this continent as Turtle Island. One
reason is the continent’s shape. The North American continent has
the ovoid shape of a turtle’s shell with a spiny ridge, the Rocky
Mountains. Protruding from the shell are the tail of Mesoamerica,
the limbs of Florida, Baja California, Alaska, and Québec-Labrador,
and the head pointing toward the North Pole. This continent also
has thirteen discrete cultural and geographical regions that
correspond to the thirteen plates on a turtle’s shell. Since the
traditional year also has thirteen moons in it, the circle of the
turtle’s shell represents the Circle of Life both in time and in
place: the circle of the year and all the nations on
thirteen-plated Turtle Island.

Another reason for calling
this continent Turtle Island is that traditional elders say the
natural, sacred way for the people to govern themselves was taught
to them by the very nature of the turtle. The seven vital points of
the turtle represent the holy person, who is always looking to the
needs of the people and the land. These points, associated with the
seven Sacred Directions, are the four legs for the cardinal
directions, the head for zenith, the tail for nadir and the heart
for the seventh direction, the one in which we go in dreams and
visions and when we die.

Some of the old medicine
men and women still know how to talk with Turtle and with other
living beings in their own language and are no doubt aware of
Turtle’s primacy in this land. Turtle, who withstood the cataclysm
that destroyed the great dinosaurs and the ice ages too by
burrowing deep into the mud at the bottoms of rivers, lakes, and
ponds, carries a survival wisdom that may enable us to survive the
coming cataclysm.

This ancient history may
indeed be reflected in stories that are told about the turtle, such
as this one of the Maya:

 


In the earliest days, when
the Earth was covered with water, the animals tried, one by one, to
create land, so they could stop swimming and rest. After all the
other animals tried and failed, it was Turtle who – despite
suffering some derision from the others, even though they
themselves had failed – dove down many, many times to the bottom of
the primæval sea, holding her breath far longer than any other
creature can, and, bringing up a small mouthful of dirt each time,
eventually created this continent.

 


The Kanien’kéha:ka
(Mohawk) tell a slightly different version of this story,
describing the time following the advent in this world of the first
woman, Iotsitsisen (literally “Mature Flower”, but often referred
to in English as “Skywoman”), about whom I will tell you more a
little later.

In this telling of the
creation story, Turtle is willing to let the animals put mud on his
great shell to make a land for Iotsitsisen to live on. Beaver and
Otter try to bring mud up from the bottom of the endless primæval
sea, but drown. At last Muskrat tries as well, and also dies, but
in his lifeless mouth is enough mud to create land. It is just a
tiny bit, but it is heavy with the power of potential, and it grows
quickly to overspread the land. The woman lives in this land, in
the midst of which Creator places a Tree of Light. Eventually
Iotsitsisen gives birth to a daughter, Tekawerakhwa (Broad-Faced
Lynx) who makes love with the West Wind and gives birth in turn to
twins.

The Right-Hand Twin,
Tharonhiawagon (Sapling), also known as Okwiraseh (New Tree), maker
of hills and lakes and flowers, is born in the usual way. But the
Left-Hand Twin, Tawiskaron (Ice Skin [or Flint]), breaks through
his mother’s flesh, causing her death. He is the maker of cliffs
and swamps and whirlpools. The twins are rivals much like Cain and
Abel or Jacob and Esau. Their Grandmother, Iotsitsisen, condemns
Left-Hand Twin, and he, out of anger, kills her. Tharonhiawagon
then cuts off her head and throws it up in the Sky, where it
becomes the Moon. He throws her body into the water, where it
becomes all the fish nations. Out of her womb grows the corn, and
from her breasts the beans and the squash – Kionhekwa (the Life-Givers, also
called the Three Sisters). And, from her heart, the tobacco grows.
These are as much her children as the two male twins, helping us
understand that she is the mother of all life, and helping us to
see why men fight and hunt while women cultivate and, like tobacco
and the Three Sisters, bring peace.

The Right-Hand Twin
eventually vanquishes his brother with a deer antler and throws him
over the edge of the Earth. At that point, rather than destroying
him – for this is not good versus evil but two elemental forces
which must be in balance – Okwiraseh wisely enlists the aid of
Tawiskaron, who agrees to channel his destructive powers in a
beneficial manner, such that the powers of Nature and the ravages
of disease help to strengthen us rather than defeating us utterly.
Consequentially, Right-Hand Twin rules the Day and the Earth, and
Left-Hand Twin rules the Night and the Underworld.

This story is about
shapeshifting; the First Woman dies, but she lives in a new robe,
the Left-Hand Twin all but dies but lives with a new purpose. There
is no death; only a change of robes (bodies), a change of worlds.
And to this day, the Right-Hand Twin is associated with the
goodness of daytime, comfort, and social life, and the Left-Hand
Twin is associated with the sacredness of nighttime, danger, and
the wilderness. They are respectively associated with two
elemental, complementary forces known in Kanien’kéha:ka as
orenda and
otgon, though throughout
this book I will be using the Lakota terms washte and wakan.

The Kanien’kéha:ka also
tell a story that parallels the Western myth of continental
drift:

 


In the beginning, all the
families of the world lived together on the shell of a
turtle, Anowarako:wa Kawennote
(Turtle Island). However, as time went by, they
began to argue and even fight with each other. Seeing this, Creator
pulled the shell’s thirteen sections apart, separating them by
impassable, undrinkable gulfs of salt water, to prevent them from
continuing to bicker with each other.

 


And so we see from the
beginning that stories create the world around us, and the world
around us gives us her stories in return. Scientists say this is
not so, but it is so – in a spiritual sense. Do not they have as
well their creation stories?, of an infinitesimally small point
that exploded at the beginning of the universe, of life beginning
on this planet when amino acids fell on it from a passing comet, of
the first humans being born from the wombs of other beings? Do not
their priests tell stories of G-d creating the universe in six days
before taking a rest on the seventh, of a Sacred Presence coming to
them in the desert?

And some object that the
Native nations have all these different stories – to say nothing of
the creation stories of other nations around the world – so how can
they all claim their story is true? The answer is that a story is a
robe for the inexpressible truth, just like the body is a robe for
the spirit. And Spirit is always the same – there is only one
Spirit that unites us. So, though stories differ, the truth within
them is one. You will get a sense of that as you hear or read the
different stories from different nations – that, like different
fingers pointing at the same Moon, they are all pointing at the
same spiritual truth.

Several common elements or
themes appear often in the creation stories of not only those
indigenous to Turtle Island but peoples around the world. Life,
including humanity, often comes from a higher world, and because of
some foolish mistake or evil deed enters this world through a hole.
These communalities suggest the following understanding of the
nature of this universe: This universe began in a “rip” or “tear”
in the seamless fabric of eternity. In this gap physical entities
and the life in them are a stretching-out of the fabric of eternity
as it tries to bridge the gap. (Thus far, there are strong
parallels to the prevailing cosmological theories offered by
astrophysicists.) There are sicha
forces that have continually sought to take
advantage of this gap to destroy not just this universe but to go
on and destroy eternity (or as much of it as possible) by widening
the gap. We are safe from being destroyed as long as we nourish and
protect our souls and those of others – for our souls are what
connect us to the Soul of all – that is to say, the eternal
universe and its Creator. We also are often drawn to mountaintops
and other places or experiences that help us look on eternity, the
greater world. This gap will be drawn together and resealed “in
time”, when this universe contracts again into a dimensionless
particle like the one that began it, but note that the drawing
together, taking place in time and space, is a phenomenon of this
universe; since there is no time and space in that sense in
eternity, the gap is already/always repaired from the latter
perspective. (Again, there are parallels here to current
astrophysical theories.)

 


 


Turtle Island is sacred
because it is the land of our ancestors – no matter what your
ancestry, if your forebears are buried here, then they are part of
this Earth. As Plenty Coups, Chief Sealth (Seattle), and Luther
Standing Bear said, every step we take is taken upon the dust of
our ancestors. All the traditions we have came from them. All the
stories we tell came from them. They are always around us, guiding
and protecting us, and we must honor them by keeping the sacred
ways.

Turtle Island is also
sacred because it is the land of our descendants – no matter what
your ancestry, if your children were born here, then they are a
part of this Earth. Faithkeeper Oren Lyons expresses it in this
way: With every step we take, there are faces looking up at us from
the Earth, and these are the faces of our descendants. So we must
remember to care for the Earth, and to pass the sacred stories and
ways on to the seventh generation.

Turtle Island is also
sacred because Creator made it. Because Creator made it, everything
in it is sacred, and every being (plant, animal, spirit, and
“inanimate”) teaches us something of the wisdom of
Creator.

One of the most sacred of
traditional ceremonies is the Sacred Stone People’s Lodge (often
called the sweat lodge). The structure in which it is kept is
sometimes called “Turtle”. This is first because of its
carapace-like shape, with the small entrance like the head hole of
a turtle, the spirit trail extending from it like a neck, and the
Sacred Mound like a head. It is also so called because during the
ceremony we sit right on the Earth, Turtle Island. Sitting inside
the structure, we are like the turtle inside her or his shell. As
suggested in the Maya version of the Turtle Island story, we can no
more be separated from the Earth than can the turtle from its hard
breastplate, and no more separated from the Sky than can the turtle
from its dorsal battlements. So, when we keep this ceremony, we
honor and remember our sacred land, Turtle Island.

 


 


There have long been
connections among the continents, and there was contact among them
long before European explorers set out a-conquering in their ships.
It is well-established that Chinese sailors visited the Pacific
islands and even the coast of California in ancient times, that
West African explorers came to the Mississippi Delta region, very
probably that Celtic explorers (such as Saint Brendan) set foot on
North American soil, definitely that Vikings lived at
l’Anse-aux-Meadows in northeastern Newfoundland – all centuries
before Colón (Columbus)’s 1492 voyage.

What is less well
recognized by Westerners is that the spirituality and (if you will)
magic of traditional peoples worldwide were so well refined before
the spread, like a viral disease, of “modernity”, that the wise
elders of the entire world were in close contact with each other if
not physically, then certainly spiritually, through dreams and
visions and spirit-travel. (I will discuss all this with you
later.) This helps me to understand why certain sacred stories and
certain sacred teachings, and certain sacred ceremonies too, are
found in many places throughout the world. It helps me to
understand why and how myths abounded in certain parts of the
world, particularly the Americas, warning the people that some day
the dangerous white destroyer would come from across the
waters.

When the great
Nimiipuu (Nez Percé)
leader Hin-mut-too-yah-lat-kekht (Chief Joseph) surrendered to to
the Euro-Americans in 1877, he gave a pendant to General Nelson
Appleton. According to Vine Deloria, Jr., in his book
Red Earth White Lies, the pendant was later identified as an ancient Mesopotamian
cuneiform tablet. Benjamin Daniali of Assyriatimes.com says that
the tablet was translated by Robert Biggs, professor of Assyriology
at the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, and found
to be a sales receipt for a lamb dating back to 2042 B.C. Since
Mesopotamian cuneiform was not deciphered by modern scholars until
1846, there seems little if any chance of forgery. Indeed,
Hin-mut-too-yah-lat-kekht, known for his probity, said that white
men had come among his ancestors long before and that it had been
handed down in his family ever since.

Nor is this the only
example. I have read that in 1963 a woman in Georgia, Mrs. Joe
Hearn, found another cuneiform tablet in the Sumerian language –
the first Western people to develop writing and written literature
– that dated to around 2040 B.C.E. This tablet reportedly records
the purchase of several sheep and goats for a ceremonial
sacrifice.

I wonder how it is that
these records of sales of sheep and goats – so far as we know not
found in the Americas until the newcomers brought them in recent
centuries – were kept by Native Americans. Could they have bought
them in the Mesopotamian region and brought them back? Did
Mesopotamians bring them over here for sale?

There have been ancient
coins found here and there in the Americas, too; even if we put
aside the (to be generous) rather fanciful claims of marine
biologist Barry Fell who claims to find Ogham writing in all sorts
of markings on stones, even those that were probably glacial in
origin, we still have abundant evidence to suggest that there was
considerable linkage between North America and Europe. This may
well be because the two peoples might be, after all, close family:
where Western scientists have insisted for years that the ancestral
Native Americans came over a land bridge where now lies the Bering
Strait, geneticists are beginning to conclude that haplological
evidence shows they came from Europe – specifically, from what is
now France.

One must still be careful
in analyzing these connections because there still exists in the
European mentality, including scientific attitudes, a presumption
of “social Darwinism”- the idea that civilizations evolve, and that
“primitive” societies like those of the indigenous peoples of the
Americas evolve by adapting technologies from more “advanced”
societies like those of Europe. I take the view that societies are
not more or less advanced, but different – and that the Native
American societies may not have had the wheel or gunpowder or
electricity, but they did have certain advances in spirituality and
spirit-travel, etc., that the European societies and their
descendants still have not achieved. It is these advances that I
hope to describe, or at least introduce, in this work.

Yet even with technologies
that Europe has long boasted of one must still be careful. Ancient
potsherds found in Nova Scotia were determined to be similar to
some found in Scandinavia; it was assumed that the former must have
been copied from the latter until radiocarbon dating proved that
the Nova Scotian potsherds were significantly older.

 


 


Every faith in the world
looks to certain places as its holy centers. Christian churches
were often situated so that the altar is oriented toward Jerusalem;
for this reason, their entrances are called the westwork. Muslim
masjids (mosques) include the mihrab, a niche that points out
the qiblah, the
direction toward Makkah (Mecca). Houses of worship, worldwide, are
often built on spots that have long been considered sacred, at the
intersections of ley lines. In Europe, many great cathedrals, such
as Chartres, are above locations that had been venerated in the
Pagan tradition, the pre-Christian tribal ways of that continent.
The reason for this is that such places serve as dynamos of
spiritual energy, revitalizing the land and living
things. Faiths have traditionally been “of
the land”, accessible to the people; even when great temples have
been erected on these sites, they have remained ultimately “of the
land”.

The early European settlers came here with
their senses attuned to Europe, and hence did not see the
civilizations around them, and therefore deemed the inhabitants
savages. They did not see the sacred places in the land, and
therefore marked them to be exploited. They thought the
civilization they were building here would be a New Jerusalem, but
they only rebuilt the “fleshpots of Egypt” they sought to escape on
an even greater scale of greed and destruction. Others have tried
since to create holy centers from scratch – the Oneida Community,
Arkosanti – but all eventually fail, for they do not partake of the
wellsprings of spiritual power in this Turtle Island, but imitate
patterns of sacredness from other lands.

As is the case with other continents, Turtle
Island was and still is, as a whole, sacred to the peoples native
to it. It had and still has places that are especially sacred to
those people. But for the people who came to the West – the land of
the Grandfathers – from the lands of their birth beyond the ocean
to the East, the people who looked behind them for their spiritual
fountainhead, not to the ground beneath their feet, this land was
void. They saw no sacred places here for they saw no cathedrals;
they saw only forests, lakes, mountains, deserts, and plains. So
the spiritual centers of the native peoples, the Black Hills, Big
Horn Medicine Wheel, Mount Shasta, Bear Butte, Onondaga Lake, and
the Black Mesa, to name a few, became in these invaders’ eyes just
land like any other, to be plundered at will. Most of these are
overrun with some combination of development, tourists, and
pollution.

It was instructive to me
to come upon the ruins of a Christian church in the midst of a
little Maya village in the rural Yucatán. It was probably built in
the sixteenth or seventeenth century, almost definitely from stones
taken by the Spanish from a far more ancient Maya temple, almost
definitely built by Mayan people forced into slavery by the
Spanish, at a time when the invaders were doing everything in their
power to destroy the ancient Indian civilization. The church was
now an abandoned shell, with most of the roof collapsed and grass
and flowers growing in the nave. As I walked in it, I pondered how
the ancient Maya spirituality, like these stones, had been forced
by the missionaries to take on new forms, by establishing
correspondences between each member of the Maya pantheon and
figures in the mythos of the conqueror, but that in both cases the
old ways had survived this Christian recasting – for the stones of
the walls I walked among had refused to stay in the new
arrangement, and the imported religion had clearly not been
practiced here in centuries. I thought of the ruins of a little
country chapel near the village where I spent much of my childhood,
which I last saw in my teens – then teetering but still standing,
the chapel has long since fallen down and disappeared. This chapel
had been built with wood from trees among which the
Kanien’kéha:ka (Mohawk) had once hunted and
worshipped, but it too, like the church in Yucatán, has now been
reabsorbed by the Earth Mother. Like the trees and the buffalo cut
down in huge swathes by the European invaders, nature, the original
house of worship, will return when she is left alone.

A day or two later I saw
undestroyed Maya temples at Chichén Itzá. Though the federal
government of México claims ownership and collects the entrance
fees, and though the Maya people – whose birthright this is – are
reduced to squatting alongside the path leading to the complex and
selling trinkets to wealthy gringo
tourists, the grandeur of this place, and
moreover its intense spiritual energy, cannot be owned. These
temples of Maya spirituality, no imported religion but a
spirituality of the
land, have not fallen down as did the
church. They abide, as do dozens of Maya temple complexes in
Yucatán, Guatemala, and beyond, many so overgrown with wilderness
that they are nearly invisible to anyone but the Maya themselves.
These sanctuaries have their sisters around the world, from Chaco
Canyon to New Salem, New Hampshire, from Salisbury Plain to Ætna to
Egypt, from Angkor Wat to Machu Picchu. What Pablo Neruda said of
the last of these could be said of all of them, that encountering
it is “un viaje a la serenidad del alma, a
la eterna fusión con el cosmos, allí sentimos nuestra fragilidad.
... Un
reposar de mariposas en el epicentro del gran círculo de la
vida.” (...a visit to the serenity of
the soul, to the eternal fusion with the cosmos; we feel our
fragility. ... A repose for butterflies in the epicenter of the
great circle of life.”) But all of these great edifices, like the
church, are now succumbing to allied powers more corrosive even
than their former dual enemy, blatant greed and Christianity:
blatant greed and pollution – especially acid rain.

In the eighteenth century,
Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois Confederacy) leaders warned early Christian
immigrants not to “separate the spirit from the body”. But, in
reëstablishing here the religions they brought with them, they
inadvertently broke the connection between sacred land and sacred
spirit. Religions are seen as exportable,
as packageable. In fact, most houses of
worship are built wherever the worshippers can afford to purchase
land, and they are pointed toward the street for ease of ingress,
with little thought to their larger orientation in place and
time.

Meanwhile, most people
look these days to holy places so distant that they will never see
them in this life. Jerusalem, Kapilavashtu, and the Ganges, as well
as other holy places, are little more than names for those who live
far from them in secular realms. Thus many of the sacred stories
associated with them are rendered relatively powerless, having no
reality in the daily lives of the faithful. (Though Islam has to
its credit managed to keep a sense of connection to Makkah [Mecca],
no matter how far the faithful may be from the holy city. Muslims,
to their credit, pray five times daily toward Makkah, often in
masjids that mark the qiblah
to Makkah, and, if possible, they go at least
once in their lives on Hajj, the pilgrimage to Makkah; thus, for
them, Makkah remains spiritually close no matter where they are in
the world.)

With the power of the
invaders’ spiritual centers diluted by distance and vanishing into
cultural memory, and the power of the holy places of this Turtle
Island raped by greed and foreign law, all people – both original
peoples and the newcomers – are not being cleansed of their
spiritual poisons, as regular pilgrimages for the great ritual
ceremonies otherwise would do. The newcomers have sometimes built
undeniably spiritual places; there are houses of worship I have
known to be wellsprings of true holiness, but they are largely
quiet and humble places – country chapels, not great urban
cathedrals, which are more like businesses. More often these new
peoples erected huge monuments, attempting to substitute physical
splendor for sacredness, but which only dwarf humanity, instead of
exalting humanity as truly sacred sites do. These edifices are
usually quite cold and lifeless, effectively killing the spirits by
entombing them. They have no center to draw their spirits, no
values, no ability to withstand the tendency to drift from the Good
Red Road, drawn into dehumanizing extremes. And, having no
spiritual center, these people fly apart into extremes of madness,
vice, and destruction. As Joseph Conrad puts it well
in Nostromo, these
great edifices –
financial, political, and religious, as well as bridges, dams, and
highways – are idols to the foreign invaders’ gods of power and
wealth, and also testaments to their utter contempt for the labor
of their Native and African and
Chinese slaves as
virtually worthless, beneath contempt, let alone gratitude. Most of
the great edifices of the United States were built by slaves,
indentured servants, or recently arrived poor immigrants desperate
for any kind of work.

What, then, is the
solution? To reclaim the holy places of the traditional cultures of
this continent and reclaim them as
holy, not to be owned, regulated, or
exploited. Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, or Buddhists can
benefit by attuning themselves to these sacred sites and letting
their spiritual energies cleanse and revitalize their souls. As
Creator instructed Moses: Take off your shoes. Literally, maintain
a contact with the Earth, our mother, who nourishes us, and
metaphorically root yourself in this land – for this land is holy.
If we do this and pray regularly, with and for all living things,
we will cease exploiting this sacred land and its children, both
human and nonhuman.

Every day traditional
people of the Southwestern desert gather before dawn at the edge of
an eastward-facing cliff. There in the darkness they join together
in an ancient song-prayer that, they say, “raises the Sun”. They
maintain that, if some morning they were not to do this, the Sun
would not come up. A Taos Pueblo elder named Mountain Lake told
Carl Gustav Jung, “We do this not only for ourselves, but for the
Americans also. Therefore they should not interfere with our
religion. But if they continue to do so and hinder us, then they
will see that in ten years the sun will rise no more. ... Then it
will be night forever.” And who can say that he’s wrong? I hope we
never have to test his conviction; I would rather not find out.
Each of us, according to whatever our spiritual tradition may be,
ought to greet the dawn and perform our other spiritual activities
with equal seriousness. Yes, perhaps the Sun will come up anyway,
for a while at least, whether we do this or not; but it is certain
that, if we do not attend to our spiritual responsibilities, some
day our souls will rise no more, but go dark and die. Would it not
be better for us to sing each in our own way than to risk the
darkness because we did not?



The sacredness of these
lands is rooted not only in place, but in time. The new peoples in
this continent think of the formative Sacred Events in their own
religious traditions as having happened long ago. They think of
time as a line, stretching from an immutable past they cannot
change – giving them a malaise for their misdeeds they cannot
rectify, though they try to do so by putting a “spin” that
reinterprets the past in order to exculpate themselves – into an
unknown future – giving them a malaise for their ignorance of what
dangers it will spring upon them. Separated in this way from their
spiritual roots, they lose a vital link to the sacred. For
the onkwehonwe,
the original peoples, on the other hand, the Sacred Events, being
sacred, happen outside of ordinary time altogether; not really in
the past, present, or future, but in one transcendent infinite
moment that cannot be located on the time line of linear events. In
science-fiction terms, they are present in another dimension of
time. These Sacred Events are very close at hand in every moment,
if only we know in what temporal direction to look. They don’t take
place in the kind of time the Greek philosophers called
χρονος (chronos),
ordinary linear or “clock time,” but in καιρος (kairos) – what Mircea Eliade and
Paul Tillich called the Eternal Now, what Plato and Jesus called
the άεον (æon), what
in Arabic is called waqt
and in Farsi dam, a kind of time that is ever
circling around and through us here and now. Whenever the Sacred Pipe is passed, it is again the White
Buffalo Calf Woman who places it in our hands so that we may
remember our connectedness to the Earth and Sky and all living
things. Whenever we enter the Sacred Stone People’s Lodge, we are
not sweating alone, but with all our Grandfathers and Grandmothers,
with all life now about us in the Medicine Circle, and with
all our descendants as
well, to the seventh generation.

Therefore, when we enter
into the sacred place of this or any religious tradition, we
properly travel not so much in ordinary as in sacred place and
time, to the center of the holy story itself. On many occasions
when people have been in ceremony with me, they have come out again
to be stunned at how much or how little “clock time” has gone by.
Going into the Sacred Stone People’s Lodge in broad daylight, we
come out again, after what seems at most an hour or so, to darkness
and a Full Moon; or we are in the lodge for what seems to be many
hours, and come out to see the Sun has hardly moved at all. As we
emerge we realize dimly that we are coming back to ordinary place
and time, τοπος (topos)
and χρονος (chronos),
from a sojourn in sacred place and time, γαια (gaia) and καιρος (kairos). When celestial time and
place are entered into in a worshipful manner, one can step out of
ordinary existence for a while and participate in the
Story – to use terms I will explain later, we
step out of the washte (the goodness of the ordinary) into the wakan (the goodness of the sacred).
Just as when members of a family come
together and share the old familiar family stories, the stories
which they relive in the telling, reaffirming their familial
oneness, just as Jews tell the story of
the Exodus, Christians tell the story of the Eucharist, Muslims the
story of the appearance of Gabriel – so too the traditional peoples
join in the retelling of their sacred story, actually living it in
the moment of its being told, and reaffirming its truth.

 


 


How, then, do the original
peoples understand the universe around us? I will answer this
question according to the way I was taught. You have to remember
that, although the core understanding is the same, its expression
varies from nation to nation, and even from individual to
individual within the same nation. That is
because the spirituality of the original peoples is orectic: it is
not handed down by a bureaucratic hierarchy, it is not imposed from
above on the very nature of nature, it is not a required set of
tenets that one must believe without the opportunity of trying them
out and adapting them; rather, it is a spirituality that arises out
of direct experience, reality itself, nature itself, teaches it to
us. Thus there will be variations on a common theme – how the
desert nations or the nations of the far North or the fishing
people of the Northwest understand the universe will not be
identical to how the Great Plains people or the Eastern Woodlands
people do.

I was taught that,
wherever we are, we are at the center of the universe. The horizon
around us reminds us of this fact. No matter how far we go, we
still see the edge of the visible Earth equidistant around us in
all directions; no matter how far we go, the Sky still stretches
itself over us. This constant presence reminds us of the Sacred
Hoop of All the Nations, Changleshka
Wakan, and the Circle of Life,
Womime Wichoni. These
two are essentially the same circle, one in space and one in time,
like warp and weft, weaving all reality into a family relationship.
The first is the great circle of all living things, the sum of all
the circles of all the various nations of animals, plants, spirits,
and rocks, in which every nation and every individual is a vital
part. The second is the great circle that encompasses all the
smaller circles of the seasons, of day and night, of
infancy-growth-maturity-old age, of the Moon, and so on. Joseph
Epes Brown recorded Hehaka Sapa (Black Elk) as saying in
The Sacred Pipe that
peace enters the human soul when it recognizes its oneness with the
universe and that Creator dwells in the Seventh Direction, at the
center of the universe, which is everywhere and within each person.
This is the same compassionate peace known to most other spiritual
people – what Jews call tzedakah, what Muslims call
zakat, what Buddhists
call karuna, what
Hindus mean by the phrase tat tvam
asi (“that thou art”), meaning that
atman, the individual
soul, and the Soul of All, Brahman, are one. “In them [the Great
Powers] all things are one,” Mari Sandoz quotes Bad Arm as saying:
“the rock, the cloud, the tree, the buffalo, the man.” He ended his
statement by giving the sign for the All – the right hand, palm
downward, moving in a horizontal arc, at the height of the
heart.

The Tewa sing this
song:

 


O our Mother the Earth, O
our Father the Sky,

Your children are we, and
with tired backs

We bring you the gifts that
you love.

Then weave for us a garment
of brightness.

May the warp be the white
light of morning,

May the weft be the red
light of evening,

May the fringes be the
falling rain,

May the border be the
standing rainbow;

Thus weave for us a garment
of brightness,

That we may walk fittingly
where birds sing,

That we may walk fittingly
where grass is green,

O our Mother the Earth, O
our Father the Sky.

 


A naturalist friend of
mine has shared with me his recollection of first visiting the
Santo Domingo Pueblo. “As I drove onto the reservation, I felt a
comfortable transformation that I can only liken to the time I
visited a prison as a part of a county grand jury. We left the
prison after a three-hour ‘tour’. As I walked out the front gate
into the sunshine and fresh air, I felt a tremendous weight lift
off me. I had that same feeling that day as I departed the
non-Indian world and entered Santo Domingo. Dan Lavato’s Trading
Post was so homey, the people so lacking in pretense, that I didn’t
want to leave. The Squash and Turquoise Clans’ dances, adorned in
evergreen, seemed so familiar. The world of McDonald’s golden
arches has never seemed so far away.”

One Grandmother told me of
her own first visit to Santo Domingo, and feeling for the first
time a sense of home other than with her immediate family. “It was
what was not – not money, position, exploiting each other,
development or expansion, not overlooking everything to get
somewhere else, not seeing everything as something to use for
personal gain. The People were talking about the world from inside
the world. The whole world a sacred kiva, church, synagogue,
masjid, temple. The whole world where there is no outside or inside
because the world is infinite – full of air and light, fire, earth,
water, rock, stars, and all, and understanding we are in our being
made up of all this.”

Her comments are deeply
perceptive in how the small and the great come together. For
traditional peoples the here-and-now is small, the
washte encompassed by
one’s moiety, and it is surrounded by the infinite
wakan wilderness which
one enters as an individual whether physical or through dream,
vision, or ceremony. The technocracy, the world of McDonald’s
golden arches, seeks to extend the washte, the here-and-now, until it
is as wide as, and has in fact displaced, the wakan, the infinite – such that
airports and office buildings and shopping malls look alike
everywhere. The Civil War, the first modern war, was won because
the Northern technocracy had succeeded in spreading its
here-and-now far more widely than the agrarian South. This is why
later the Indian Wars as well were so one-sided.

Yet no matter how far we
travel, we are always on Maka
Ina, our Mother Earth, and beneath
Atë Makpiyah, our Father
Sky. I have heard elders from several nations say there are seven
levels to the Sky, each the home of different species of birds;
Eagle (or its South American sibling, Condor) flies as high as the
seventh, which is also the highest in the Sky the Sun, the Moon,
and the Rainbow reach. These levels are measured by the width of
one’s hand outstretched, beginning at the Horizon, the Sacred Hoop.
There are five higher levels up to the Zenith, into which only the
Stars and Comets enter. The Maya teach much the same thing by
saying Ah Kinchil, the Sun, ascends six layers into Heaven beginning at dawn,
pauses in the seventh, and then descends six layers before sunset;
he then descends four levels down into the underworld, and then
reascends them up to the dawn again.

No one has ever gone so
far as the edge, where Father Sky comes down and meets Mother Earth
– except, of course, in some of the primordial stories. Likewise,
in the time of the First People, stars used to fall to Earth right
in front of someone, often revealing themselves as the person’s
Star Husband or Star Wife. Stars still fall today, but
(observationally speaking) far away from us, at the horizon.
The wakan of this
is, therefore still with us, but drawn away from us; like the
strange beings in the Spirit World, they do not come near because
of the way things are in this time. But, in the times to come, as
has been prophesied not only among Native people but in the
scriptures of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Buddhism, they will
again fall close to us.

We can no longer stand on
the edge of the horizon, the old ones tell us, because so much has
changed, so much spiritual wakefulness has been lost. That place is
very sacred, lela wakan, and only sometimes do we glimpse it in our dreams and
visions. As the Wintu people sing:

 


Where will you and I
sleep?

At the down-turned jagged
rim of the sky you and I will sleep.

 


Besides, we have no need
to find it – Mother Earth provides us with food, shelter, and
water, and Father Sky arches over us, providing us with air, light,
and water. And the two interpenetrate constantly, in a kind of
sacred lovemaking, pouring rain and dew and snow down, lifting up
mists and mountains, their bodies in a loving embrace especially in
the sacred horizon land we can no longer visit.

No matter how far we go,
we are surrounded by our Grandmothers and our Grandfathers.
I was taught to know Grandmother as a
transcendent presence beyond the immanent presence of Mother Earth,
and to know Grandfather as a transcendent presence beyond the
immanent presence of Father Sky. And yet they are very close to us
– to quote from Saint Augustine, they are “closer to me than I am
to myself” – and they guide, protect, admonish, and teach us
constantly. The Earth and the Sky are, ultimately, robes (bodies)
for the transcendent presence of Creator as Grandmother and
Grandfather.

No matter how far we go,
we are always at the crossroads of the Red Road and the Blue Road.
The Red Road circles sunwise – which some nations understand as
clockwise from East, birth and childhood, to South, adulthood, to
West, old age and death, to North, the between-lives (what the
Vajrayana call the Bardō), and other nations the other
way, as counterclockwise. The Red Road, as represented by the
course of the Sun through the day, images for us the traditional
ways of the ancestors, and also the course of life – the life of
each individual and the life of all things, the Earth and Universe,
collectively. The Blue Road, which goes moonwise, some nations say
counterclockwise from West to South to East to North and other
nations say clockwise, and is represented by the course of the Moon
through the month, images for us the “pathless path” beyond life
and everything familiar, in the Spirit World or Dream World
(the Bardō, where
we go in dreams and visions, and when we die). (I will tell you
later about two other roads, the White Road and the Yellow Road.)
The fact that we are always at the crossing of these two sacred
roads teaches us that they are properly found together, and we deny
one or the other at our peril.

The Red Road is commonly
understood as a path from East to West, but it is really a circle.
The sunwise path is, as the name implies, associated with the day.
It follows the Sun as it rises in the East, moves to the South at
noon, sets in the West, and travels invisibly to the North during
the night. Sunwise is also the way the other stars take: they
revolve sunwise around the North Star. So do the planets, except
for the occasional retrograde (wakan) motion. The arrival of the
day and night and the seasons comes in a sunwise manner. Living
beings that are washte are associated as well with the sunwise path – it is most
often during the day that we see the small creatures, like nesting
birds, and the friendly plants that are predominantly
washte. Indeed,
washte activities are
always undertaken during the day, and orient themselves in a
sunwise manner. Our surroundings look good and ordinary by the
light of day.

The Blue Road follows the
course of the Moon, which appears first in the West as a new
crescent, moving to full phase in the South at its zenith, then
rising as a waning crescent in the East before dawn, and finally
“appearing” as an invisible New Moon to the North thereafter. The
darkness of the Moon travels moonwise across her face – from right
to left. The Blue Road is commonly understood as a path from North
to South, but it too is really a circle. The moonwise path is – as
the name implies, associated with the night. Activities, living
beings, and things that are lela
wakan (particularly powerful, sacred,
dangerous, and mysterious) are associated with the moonwise path –
it is most often during the night that we see or hear the supremely
wild creatures, the owls and wolves, for instance, and when the
medicine men and women most often gather the rare, powerful herbs
that are predominantly wakan. In the dark of night,
darkness does not hide identity, but (just as sacred masks, “false
faces”, do) more fully reveals
the multiplicity of robes that all beings carry:
thus in the dark we see shapeshifting presences that we might not
so readily see in the daytime. And storms, at least in this
continent, usually come from the West or North, not the place of
beginnings, the East.

Sunwise and moonwise have
their parallels in other traditions; the Pagans, for instance,
speak respectively of deocil
and widdershins. Some non-Native
observers have insisted that certain Nations dance sunwise (the
Lakota, for instance) and others dance moonwise (the Tsalagi and
Rotinoshon:ni [Iroquois Confederacy], for instance). This is
incorrect! It is true that the former dance clockwise around the
dance circle, and the latter dance counterclockwise, but they are,
spiritually speaking, dancing in the same
direction. Sunwise is always the same
direction, even though Westerners say some dance clockwise and
others dance counterclockwise. It is simply a matter of how it is
perceived, since it is the relative motion of two bodies: whether
it is perceived as how the Sun moves around the Earth (Lakota) or
how the Earth moves in relation to the Sun (Tsalagi,
Rotinoshon:ni). This is a significant cultural difference between
traditional and Western culture in Weltansicht, in how the nature of
the universe is perceived. The difference is between a culture that
sees reality as subjective (hence subject to interpretation, one
that emphasizes relationships over nature) and one that sees
reality as objective (hence “always the same”). People within the
Euro-Amnerican culture, in misunderstanding this point, mistakenly
think there are inconsistencies in Native American culture – that
“some dance sunwise and some dance moonwise”. There are not. And,
of course, when Lakota and Tsalagi or Rotinoshon:ni dance or
ceremonialize together, the host determines how directions shall be
represented: it may be the host honors the guest and dances one
way, or honors the ancestors and dances the other way, but in any
case there is honor given.

The sunwise circle and the
moonwise circle are different manifestations of the same circle:
the Sacred Hoop that binds all the nations. They intertwine in as
small but significant a thing as the double helix of the
deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) molecule to as large but significant a
thing as the great imposing arms of galaxies. These two vital ways
interpenetrate to bring about life: male and female, beings of the
day and beings of the night, friendly and unfriendly, Red Road and
Blue Road, washte and wakan.
Indeed, if you are observant, you will realize that sunwise and
moonwise reflect each other. If you walk sunwise around a tree,
observe the tree and you will see it is, relative to you, like a
reflection in a mirror, “moving” moonwise around its axis. If you
trace your finger sunwise around the rim of a bowl, it is the same
as if the bowl were rotating moonwise beneath your finger. If an
eagle flies from West to North to East to South, it is circling
sunwise from its own point of view, but it appears to be flying
moonwise to us who watch from below. The Earth rotates on its axis
and revolves around the Sun in a counterclockwise direction. These
and other facts help us understand why some nations (particularly
on the Great Plains) consider the Circle of Life to move clockwise,
while other nations (particularly the Rotinoshon:ni [Iroquois] and
Tsalagi [Cherokee]) consider it to move counterclockwise: they are
seeing the same circle from different perspectives – therefore,
this is nothing to argue over. Life moves in a circle. Whether with
our limited perception we perceive that circle one way or the other
way isn’t so much the point as that we move with the flow of
life.

No matter how far we go,
the four elements are in their place: Earth is below, Air is above,
and fire and water travel about within their realms (forest fires
and lakes and rivers below and the Sun and clouds above) and
sometimes from one to the other (geysers and volcanoes and
rainstorms and lightning).

No matter how far we go,
we are surrounded by members of our sacred family: the plant
nations, the animal nations, the nations of two-leggeds, the spirit
nations, the rock nations, the nations of the lakes and rivers and
swamps and deserts and forests and mountains. As family members do,
they help us, and we help them. Some help us with their fruits or
flesh. Some help us by providing useful materials. Some provide us
with their great healing powers. Some afford us protection. But all
of them are made by the Great Mystery, all of them are therefore
touched with the divine, all of them have their sacred message to
teach us. And, as family members do, we
respect them and they respect us: we approach them humbly, asking
before taking, and offering of ourselves generously.

So, wherever we go, we are
surrounded by our family: Father Sky and Mother Earth, the
Grandmothers and the Grandfathers, our sisters and brothers in
creation. When we lift the Sacred Pipe, we remember all our
relations. When we enter the Sacred Stone People’s Lodge, we
remember all our relations. In them we live. They live in us.
Everything about us is life, in which all that exists is intimately
connected, as if in a great spiderweb. Individual lives are
vanishingly brief. But life
goes on. It will never end, as long as we humans
do not extinguish it. Therefore the main units of time for
traditionals are not the minute and hour and day, but the month and
season and year, the lifetime and the age and forever. Gautama
Buddha said, “This existence of ours is as transient as autumn
clouds. To watch the birth and death of beings is like looking at
the movements of a dance. A lifetime is like a flash of lightning
in the sky, rushing by, like a torrent down a steep mountain.”And,
with equal eloquence, the last words of Crowfoot, Orator for the
Amskapipikuni (Blackfoot Confederacy) were: “A little while and I
will be gone from among you. From nowhere we came, and into nowhere
we go. What is life? It is the flash of a firefly in the night. It
is the breath of the buffalo in the wintertime. It is the little
shadow which runs across the grass and loses itself in the
sunset.”

 


 


The traditional peoples
understand the Stars as a nation of living beings, with their own
natures and customs, the same as any other species. Far from being
ignorant savages, the original peoples have always known, long
before European scientists realized it, that the Stars are suns
with planets of their own with life on them, and that the Sun is a
star with his own family of planets. His presence fills the day and
marks the Red Road, while the Moon and Stars fill the night and
mark the Blue Road. Traditional peoples worldwide honored these
celestial nations with great stone circles like Stonehenge and
Avebury in Great Britain, the pyramids and ziggurats of Africa,
Asia, and South America, and the great medicine wheels of North
America.

Like all cultures, nations
in this continent have their stories of how this or that
constellation came to be. And long before science fiction writers
did, they spoke about people coming here from other stars and
planets. Many of them tell of an earthly man falling in love with a
star woman, or vice versa. A medicine woman I knew spoke of star
people, human beings with the reïncarnated souls of individuals
from other planets. The Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois Confederacy) speak
of Sky Woman, also known as Iotsitsisen (Mature Flower), who fell
through an opening beneath an apple tree in the Star World, which
at the time was very close to this planet on which we live,
hurtling through the Heavens on a beam of light provided by the
Fire Beast toward a watery world beneath, her fall slowed by
waterfowl, and guided by Beaver to the safety of Turtle, the only
solid surface in all this ocean. She walked in the sacred way
(counterclockwise for Rotinoshon:ni) around Turtle’s shell, thus
conceiving her daughter who in time gave birth to her twin
grandsons.

And the old stories relate
that one of her grandsons, Okwiraseh, the Right-Hand Twin, often
wanders about the universe, visiting many planets. The Anishinaabeg
(Ojibweh or Chippewa) tell how Creator involved the Star People in
the creation of humanity. Their elders, according to John Boatman,
tell of seeing circular sky-vehicles bringing people from other
planets. The Hopi and Diné (Navajo), among others, say they lived
on several worlds before coming to this one, and came through a
tunnel (perhaps an astrophysical “wormhole”). In 1865, the Missouri
Democrat newspaper reported that a trapper
saw a light travel through the forest and crash. The next morning,
said the article, the trapper found where the light had crashed,
and discovered an artifact of metallic construction and containing
chambers, with a mysterious liquid around it; he reported
hieroglyphic-like markings on it as well. The sighting was along
the upper Missouri River, in the region of the Piikuni (Blackfoot)
Nation. This nation, in fact, has several
stories of people from other worlds, including one about a hunter
who saw seven women coming to visit Earth in a “star basket”; he
fell in love with one, and she agreed to take him in the star
basket to ask permission of her father, the Sun, to marry her. The
Kwuda (Kiowa) say they entered this world when they departed a
“hollow log”. The Hidatsa speak of coming to Earth in a “flaming
arrow”, or space-ship. Chief Standing Elk
of the Yankton Dakota Tribe said in his interview, “A lot of our
relatives that come to us from the stars speak in a telepathic
means. And I understood them very well. They came to me with a bar
with symbols from the light ships. They represent Star People, and
these are universal laws.” Similarly, the
Dogon of West Africa say they came here from the
Pleïades; the Toraja (in the Celebes, near
Bira), who still build their homes in the shape of the space-ships
they came in, say they are originally from Sirius. Their legends
and stories included stories of star beings from long ago. Even
among the newcomers to this continent there are many people who
believe UFOs, or unidentified flying objects, have visited this
planet.

At the same time,
traditional people are aware that the people in the Star nations
(the stars, planets, comets, and so on) are physical presences, but
also spiritual entities. This is no different from the beings in
the world around us: an eagle or a bear is both a physical presence
and a spiritual entity. So traditional peoples can accept that
human beings have walked on the moon, but they do not think the
astronauts ever came near Grandmother Moon, the spiritual entity.
Whatever beings may live there the astronauts were entirely unable
to perceive, for the doors of their perception were closed, as
William Blake put it, letting them see only through narrow chinks
in their cavern. In the same way, it is doubtful whether the vast
majority of mainstream Americans have ever been aware of the sacred
Mother Earth (the spiritual entity) or the spirits that move about
on her.

Traditional people have
always been aware from observation that some stars remain
stationary and other members of the Star nations move in
predictable ways (the Moon, planets, comets), and yet others move
in unpredictable ways (meteors). On almost any clear night –
especially at the time of the Perseid and Leonid meteor showers –
one can see members of the Star nations coming back down to Mother
Earth to be reborn. I will never forget
camping high up in the Rocky Mountains, and watching the Leonid
stars flying down to Earth all around me.

The Stars are spirit
presences to and through whom we can pray, who can mediate for us
with Creator, not unlike Christian saints and Buddhist
bodhisattvas. They constitute a celestial map that can guide us, a
pattern of meaning and familiarity. The pattern in the night Sky is
reflected by the patterns in the Earth. So, by observing the Star
nations, we can be prepared for what is coming to us. They are high
above us, and can see all our paths, just as an eagle sees farther
than a groundling. Like a mirror in the Sky, the Stars help us to
see far, and know what lies ahead on our path. Many nations speak
of the Stars as the campfires their ancestors light on their way to
the blessed lands; for most of the traditional nations they
represent in some way the guiding, protective presence of our
ancestors.

Tim Giago (Nanwica Kciji)
has written about how the Lakota elder Jim Holy Eagle, who lived to
be more than one hundred years old, spoke of the Grandfathers of
past generations looking at the Heavens by night and pondering the
vastness of the universe, and wondering if there is an end to it or
if it goes on forever. Such immensity, Holy Eagle taught, gives the
people their spirituality and their strength. It also gives the
great gifts of humility, and awe and wonder in the face of the
truly infinite: the Great Mystery beyond any knowing,
Creator.

The Stars are gentle and
quiet, but very constant. And they are very wakan: no matter how carefully you
watch, you will never catch the moment when the first one appears
in the evening, or when the last one fades from view as morning
comes.

 


 


The newcomers and the
original peoples mark the passage of time in different ways. The
European calendar is cobbled together from many sources. It borrows
from the Roman (two months, for example, being named for the Roman
Emperors Julius and Augustus Cæsar), from the Scandinavians (hence
weekdays named for Thor and Freya), from the Druids (hence a
weekday named for Ođin), and so on. In
traditional culture, the days of the week are not named, the days
are not numbered. There is no such differentiation of this sort.
Change, rather, is gradual, and noted according to the phases of
the Moon, the passage of the seasons. Thus, there is none of the
anxiety-causing, stress-invoking tension coming from watching days
disappear into nothingness one after the other, but rather a calm,
a peace, that flows from watching time pass in a gradual, natural
way.

The European calendar is
strictly solar, since it stays with the 365-day length of the solar year by
adding a leap day every four years. Some cultural and religious
communities, such as Jews and Muslims, are familiar with another
kind of calendar, based on the lunar year, which is based on the
Moon’s cycle. The Moon’s cycle lasts 29 days. Therefore, a twelve-month
lunar year is 354 days. This is 11
days short of completing the
365-day solar
year. A thirteen-month lunar year is 18 days longer than the solar year.
The European calendar solved this problem by adding half-days to
some months and a day and a half to all the others (except for
February, which is still a lunar month in its length). As a result,
they’re not lunar months (“moonths”) any longer.

The world’s original
peoples don’t see this as a problem to be solved, but just the way
things are; Nature doesn’t have problems, though humanity may have
problems. Just as every species of tortoise and turtle in Turtle
Island has thirteen plates in the carapace and twelve in the
plastron, bordered by the twelve marginal plates on each side,
traditional peoples just see the different lengths of the lunar and
solar years as two parts of the same reality.

Each original nation has
its own way of correlating these two kinds of years. Most nations
solve this by adding in most years a thirteenth moon, a thirteenth
month, to either the preceding or succeeding year, comprising the
intercalary days. In the traditional Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois
Confederacy) calendar, the year begins on Satekoseron, the Winter Solstice, and progresses through twelve lunar
months. If there are days left over between the end of the last
lunar cycle and the Winter Solstice, or days between the Solstice
and the beginning of the next lunar cycle, these intercalary days
form the most sacred thirteenth moon, during which the New Year
ceremonies take place. This intercalary month, the deepest part of
the winter, is actually no time at all; it is the universe naked,
the universe beyond time and place, without time and place. As the
end of the year-cycle, it is an adumbration of the end of the
universe-cycle, the έσχατον
(eschaton), when the world is
destroyed utterly and a new world is about to be born, the time
described in such Biblical imagery as the Sky being rolled up like
a scroll, the mountains being thrown down and the valleys lifted
up, the Sun and Moon and Stars falling from the Sky, and the sea
“no more”.

 


 


Among many nations,
including the Rotinoshon:ni and Tsalagi (Cherokee), these
ceremonies were times of sacred chaos, of completely
unrestrained behavior – indeed, behavior
that the first Christian missionaries, the “Black Robes”, called
licentious – but for a spiritual purpose. (It certainly also helped
to relieve the “cabin fever” resulting from being cooped up in the
longhouses so much of the winter!) If children were born nine
months later, they tended to be touched by more of the
wakan than those
conceived in the more typical lovemaking times of spring and
autumn.

The newcomers to this
continent still have a lingering cultural memory of this ancient
worldwide tribal tradition in the exuberant behavior they exhibit
on New Year’s Eve and Mardi Gras – though it is now, ironically,
limited by law and custom, forbidding the healthiest and most
purgative kinds of chaotic behavior, such as sexuality, and
limiting revelers to the most unhealthy kinds of license, such as
drunkenness and rowdy behavior.

Among the Rotinoshon:ni
(Iroquois Confederacy), the usual patterns of appropriate behavior
were suspended at Satekoseron, the New Year. All debts were forgiven. All those punished
were released from punishment. Inebriation, sexual activity, and
other bawdy behavior were the “rule” rather than the exception. The
purpose of the chaos was to cleanse the psychological detritus from
the previous year, so the new year could begin with a clean
slate.

In the midst of all this
madness the medicine people (and the heyoka, as I will tell you
presently) would remain “sane”, going about and watching to ensure
everyone’s safety. They would also watch the night skies and call
an end to the intercalary days when the Heavens declared it was
time.

Among the original
peoples, specific sacred days vary from nation to nation, but
generally they include the Summer and Winter Solstices, Autumnal
and Spring Equinoxes, either the Full or New Moon or both, the
beginning of planting season, the beginning of harvest season, the
migrations of the geese, the first snow, the breakup of the ice,
and the like – very clear and practical days that anyone can
observe. The Kanien’kéha:ka (Mohawk), for example, have ceremonies
for the breakup of the ice in the river, the vernal return to life
of the maple, the coming of the thunder, the planting of the seeds,
the gathering of the strawberries, the apples and grapes and nuts,
and of course autumn’s great ingathering, highlighted by the Three
Sisters (corn, beans, and squash) and tobacco – every kind of food
is rich in stories and to be shared in thanksgiving. In every
nation these and other important festivals, such as namings,
weddings, or the investiture of a new chief, take place in harmony
with the movements of the Sun, Moon, and Stars.

The European-American
calendar does have Thanksgiving Day, “borrowed” from the
traditional peoples, but in the United States it has been moved to
late November, long after the correct time. The Canadian calendar
has it somewhat more appropriately placed. Traditionally, however,
it is done at the Full Moon marking the end of the harvest season.
Long before the so-called “First Thanksgiving” of 1621, the
traditional peoples gave thanks for the harvest – but they did not
give thanks once a year and then forget about it, but rather they
offered gratitude for the goodness of every day.
They would express appreciation often, such as upon awakening, at
meals, for their loved ones, and at the close of day. The
Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois Confederacy) continue to give thanks in the
spring for the breakup of the ice, the flow of maple sap, the
return of spring thunder, the maturation of strawberries, and more.
The Thanksgiving Address of the Rotinoshon:ni (Iroquois
Confederacy), “The Words Before All Else”, is among the greatest of
the world’s poetic works. It is still recited before all important
meetings of the people, and recited meaningfully, with feeling: to
do so, with the refrain “Akwe:ku uskah tsi
twahwe’nu:ni yukwa’nikuhla” (“Our minds
are gathered together as one”) brings the people together not only
in this moment but with all the many generations who have recited
this prayer in the past and will so do in the future.

Yet, ominously, the
newcomers have borrowed the idea of giving thanks without the
respectful behavior that it requires: their heedlessly polluting
and species-destroying ways are causing the climate to change so
radically that it is very difficult to determine when the right day
is to give thanks for this or that harvest – there are unseasonable
heat waves in the winter that confuse the plants, trees, insects,
and birds – they come forth from their restless winter sleep,
fitful from lack of snow cover and intermittent warmth, they take
on their colorful garb and happy activities of spring, only to be
devastated by a return of the cold. Still, I think the attitude
held by some revisionist Indians that because of the extremes of
the newcomers we shouldn’t celebrate Thanksgiving is shortsighted.
“Hey, we invented it!” is what I believe traditional people should
say, “and I’m not going to let commercialism spoil it.” There are
people who have commercialized the traditional dances, the Sacred
Stone People’s Lodge, the Sacred Pipe, and so on, and Native (also
universal) holy days like the New Year – to say nothing of
non-Native festivals like Christmas – but does that mean we
shouldn’t do those things because other people have commercialized
them? No, of course not! It means we should continue to keep them,
as traditionally as possible, and teach others to do the same.
“This is our thanksgiving to the Creator,” I think traditional
people should say, “and, even though others have treated us cruelly
and expropriated this sacred day, that does not cancel our
responsibility to give thanks to the Creator. No matter how little
we have, we must continue to do so.” At Thanksgiving, I give thanks
to Creator, and I share with those around me, especially less
fortunate than I. There’s no politics to it; just prayers of
thanksgiving. What could be simpler, or more traditional, than
that?

What months are called
varies from nation to nation, and within the same nation. There is
no official, standardized name for each month but rather
signifiers. The same individual may even use different signifiers
at different times. If somebody says, “the Moon when the apple tree
blossoms”, it is presumed that the hearer knows when that is, which
is only possible if the hearer knows the local seasons. The same
person next time might say, “the Moon when robins lay eggs”, using
a different signifier for what is to most Americans the same Moon.
Anthropologists mistakenly think of whichever signifier they hear
as the official name for the month – leading to much
misunderstanding of the traditional ways. To the traditional mind,
they are not the “same month”, since there is no “reality” separate
from the event itself. These are two different months that happen
to come at the same time, something like the way, in Judaism, that
Pesach (Passover), the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and the Feast of
First Fruits all arrive concurrently). Perhaps in the First Language, the spirit language that was
spoken in the earliest times by all living beings, including
humans, the months do have single names – but names that encompass
all these observed facts.

The newcomers’ culture
names years with numerals. Thanks to an arithmetical error by a
Mediæval monk called Dionysius Exiguus (Dennis the Short), A.D. 1
is actually several years after the birth of Jesus. All the
celebrations of the beginning of the third millennium were,
therefore, based on a mistake! Traditional peoples, rather, use
descriptors that evoke the story behind “the year the buffalo went
West” or “the year of the forest fire”, and so on. Peter Nabokov
describes, in A Forest of
Time, the history sticks that recorded
these descriptors. As with moons, outsiders will never fully
understand the descriptors used by any particular nation – in other
words, this heritage of cultural history is protected from
outsiders.

Even by Europeans, comets,
novæ, eclipses, and other unusual astronomical events were always
traditionally seen as auguries of significant, unusual events on
the Earth. These events were extraordinary, and thus clearly
wakan: sacred,
disconcerting, mysterious, and portentous. Scientists now can
predict these events well in advance, but that only robs them of
their wakan nature, rendering them washte, good in the ordinary sense,
or ikcheya (common and ordinary in Lakota), as “civilized” as the
arrival of the next crosstown bus. This scientific worldview has
tried to suggest that there is no correlation between stellar and
earthly events, but the Native traditions are axiomatically based
on the belief that there is one. Europeans used to see the Sky as
symbolizing the sacred realms. Mountains and steeples used to point
the symbolic way to the sacred realms. But now “the heavens are
telling the glory of man”, to put a twist on the Biblical phrase,
and broadcast antennas and cellular towers point upward toward smog
and satellites, airplanes, and skyscrapers.

Taught that events in the
Sky have no relevance to them, most people pay no attention to it.
People can go all day and hardly be aware of the world outside
their hermetically sealed coffinlike houses and buildings. Many
people are unable to recognize a single constellation, and most
people do not know what the Moon’s phase is at any given time. Even
astronomically determined holy days like Easter and Pesach
(Passover) are set by means of computer modelling; of the organized
religions, only Muslims, to their credit, still use direct
observation of the Heavens to set holy days – they establish Eid
al-Fitr, the end of the holy month of Ramadan, for instance, by
seeking the first slender sliver of the New Moon: a tradition that
reminds them vividly that Creator is in charge, not computers.
Likewise, for those who walk the Red Road
it is important to pay attention to the teachings of the stellar
beings and, as much as possible, to live in accordance with them.
If we plant our crops with the Moon and reap with the Moon, for
instance, our crops will grow better. If we live as well in
accordance with the interpenetrating circles of the Heavens, we
will be happier and wax stronger.

 


 


In the newcomers’ culture,
it is assumed that all units of time, such as seconds, minutes, and
hours are equal in length, just as units of place are considered to
be always of the same length, whether they are in Manhattan, the
Himalayas, or even beyond the galaxy. The assumption that time is a
steady flow is so strong that atomic clocks are reputed to be
accurate enough to show that the Earth itself is inaccurate,
inasmuch as days vary in length by infinitesimal fractions of a
second. But is it not, as Einstein taught, all relative? The
scientists assume that atomic clocks are wholly accurate; could not
one say with equal truth that the atomic clocks are inaccurate when
compared to the Earth?

Still, for members of all
cultures, including the newcomers’, the experience of time is that two units
of time are not the same in length. When one is anxiously awaiting the birth
of a child, or staring at test questions without knowing the
answers, or sleeping on the beach in the warm Sun, time passes at
varying rates. Children experience a year as passing much more
slowly than adults do, since a year is a significant portion of
their lives thus far, and for the very old a year is but a tiny
fraction of their lives, and days blur into just “the day” as they
leave χρονος (chronos)
altogether and move into pure καιρος (kairos). When we leave home to travel far, we feel χρονος time stretch behind us,
slowing down and still binding us to home, until suddenly it snaps
and we move freely in the moment that surrounds us. Likewise, as we
approach home again, we experience χρονος time speeding up and drawing
us in, as our hearts beat faster in anticipation of coming back
home. In general, when people would rather experience time as
passing slowly it seems to go faster, and when they would prefer it
to pass quickly it crawls by. Time, like a
river, has its rapids and still pools as it flows through the
landscape of events, its difficulties and pleasures. Time’s nature
is not something humanity should try to control but more of the
nature of the wild – time is by its nature clearly sacred,
wakan.

However, just as the
newcomer’s culture has built its straight-line high-speed highways
across the continents, so too it has sought with ultra-precise
clocks and standardized time zones, to turn time into a temporal
highway. The newcomer belief is that superhighways save time;
rather, they speed up a person’s perceptions (since time is a
matter of perception, not an actual “thing” beyond our perceptions)
to the point that the individual feels even more rushed and with
even less time to accomplish anything. This approach is predicated
on the belief that there is an “objective reality” beyond our
senses, measured by the clock, and concludes that our variable
experience of time is inaccurate and “merely subjective”. The arrow
of time (as Stephen Jay Gould put it) flies so fleetingly that
Benjamin Franklin’s alter ego Poor Richard advised, “Time is
money.” The newcomers’ culture has weighed
and measured and charted time; it has erected dams and forced its
flow into artificial channels just as it has dammed the rivers and
penned up the wild animals and turned the forests into lumber. It
considers time as property to be bought, possessed, and sold just
like any other commodity; employers, for instance, consider the
eight hours someone is at work to belong to them, not to the
worker. Multitasking – doing several things at once – is required.
The boss is constantly demanding one to produce ever faster, but
ever with fewer mistakes, ignoring the fact that neither of these
goals can be reached without letting go of the other.
Time is now measured in terms of the nanosecond –
a unit of time so small that it takes a billion of them to say the
word – but it is considered a triumph when computers need fewer
nanoseconds to find the same answer, or when nanoseconds can be
saved off an assembly line, or when a teenager wins an electronic
game by mere nanoseconds. This way of thinking is eroding a normal,
natural sense of time’s flow – newcomers more and more expect
instant results whenever they want something. People desperately
try to slow time to maximize its utility, setting schedules and
quotas to contain it, or filling their vacation time with expensive
toys and abundant activities – attempting thereby to forestall the
ultimate strike by time’s arrow: death and destruction. Hence the
demand to produce ever faster within the allotted time, hence the
rush to have as much fun as possible, creating a subliminal malaise
that causes time’s arrow to speed faster yet.

Newcomers tend to mark
time by the inexorable motion of the clock. They usually train
themselves to awaken at the same clock time every morning, by the
sound of an alarm rather than by responding to the natural rhythms
of dawn light and singing birds. Their powers of concentration are
regulated by the television, not the telling of a story; when I
speak in public I find the audience routinely gets fidgety at the
same point where on television there would be an advertisement, and
I have to give them a “break”. Most newcomers ignore the teaching
of Henry David Thoreau, in Walden, that “Morning is when I am
awake and there is a dawn in me.” They demean and deny and devalue
genuine common experience that time and place vary by assuming and
insisting that there is an “objective reality” out beyond our
senses, measured out by the clock and the yardstick, and concluding
that human experience is therefore more or less
inaccurate.

Even scientists are
beginning to see mysteries everywhere in the fabric of reality.
Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity and Heisenberg’s Principle
of Indeterminacy both suggest a complex relationship between time
and place that forced them to conclude that neither is time an
inexorable flow nor place the same everywhere. Take, for example,
one variation of the famous “two-slit experiment”, in which photons
are sent one by one toward a target through an opaque screen with
two slits. If no effort is made to detect the exact path or
location of each photon, the particle behaves like a wave, passing
through both slits. As more and more single photons arrive, they manifest
a classic wave-interference pattern on the target, like crossing
ripples after you throw two stones into a still pool. In the
Copenhagen interpretation of this experiment, which I accept, these
waves are believed to be probability waves – I would call
them wakan waves
– showing the probabilities of where the single photons could have
hit the target. But, if any photon’s exact path or location is
observed with a detector while it is enroute, it manifests itself
as a single particle (I would say it becomes washte), passes through only
one slit, and goes splat
into the target, without helping to create the wave-interference
pattern. This experiment is a clear application of what I call the
Law of the Conservation of Mystery, which I will explain
later.

Preliminary studies of
“black holes” in space suggest that even the supposedly absolute
laws regarding matter and energy and the speed of light are
flexible. And superstring theory suggests there are many more
spatial and temporal dimensions than the ones the most people are
familiar with. Western physicists are beginning to come to the same
conclusion that traditional physics has always held, that there are
far more than three physical dimensions and one temporal dimension
– many, perhaps even an infinite number, of both. The traditional
wisdom is that it is possible to move in spirit through many
dimensions of space and time; in fact, this is how medicine women
and men can change the flow of events and visit civilizations far
removed in time and place, and we all do it when we dream or
receive visions – in these moments we often are moving not only
spatially but in temporal directions other than past and
future..

For traditional peoples,
time is both constantly flowing and yet constantly still, like a
river or a waterfall. However, the
newcomers seek to impede the flow of time, to store it up the same
way they try to store up a river with dams and locks. But, just as
this causes rivers occasionally to overflow and inundate villages,
so too time bursts free, causing great havoc – the horrible
disasters of Western history.

Just as physical objects
draw other objects with the force of gravity, and just as they can
bend light rays – and the more massive the object, for instance a
star, the more objects behind them appear to shift in position – so
too time is bent proportionally to the power of personalities and
significance of events. When major events, memorable events, events
that history will remember, are happening in front of us, time
seems to coalesce around them: the moment seems both infinite and
evanescent, what Tillich called the Eternal Now. Notice how the
Grandfathers and Grandmothers will tell you about a great event – a
huge blizzard, an enemy invasion, an earthquake, a war, a forest
fire – not just as something they remember. Watch their eyes,
listen to their voices, and you will realize that
they are still there,
that they are experiencing it still even as they describe it to
you; you are wise if you learn from their valuable present
experience of these events. Likewise, significant events that are
in the future also draw us in; this is how medicine people, able to
detect these events, have always known well about events yet to
occur.

A Native American elder
said of the dominant culture: “They have no time. They don’t have
time even for conversation.” He exaggerated, of course; many
newcomers do. But many do not. No matter what your cultural
heritage, what he implied is a fact well worth learning: Treat time
with respect and you have plenty of it. If you abuse it – try to
squeeze as much out of it as possible, try to dam it up and take
the sandbars out of it, try to put fences across sections of it
(eight hours for work, eight hours for sleep, eight hours for play)
– then time, too, will abandon us. For all the automation in the
newcomer culture, do not most people feel like they don’t have time
for everything they must do?

Often newcomers are
frustrated by the apparent lack of a “decent time sense” on the
part of original people, seeing them as typically late and lazy,
imprecise in their calibrations of time. Once a Tsalagi (Cherokee)
friend invited me to a Sacred Stone People’s Lodge ceremony that
evening at 8:00. When I got to his house, however, there was no
sign of him. Unconcerned, I just got the fire going to heat the
rocks, and when he got there he nodded, and the ceremony began soon
thereafter. Most people would probably have been quite frustrated
by his absence, and probably have gone home angry. Even Native
Americans joke about “Indian Standard Time” and other peoples about
their own equivalents – one-ish, two-ish, and so on. But time for
him was a circle, not an arrow; the ceremony would come at the
right time, not a moment sooner. I saw my
grandmothers use this way of sensing time. They never looked at the
clock; they never set a cooking timer. But, when they were
preparing supper, everything always came out hot at the same
time.

To gather a group together
at a certain time (say, to hear a story, to go berry-picking, to
convene a council meeting, or most of all to enter into ceremony,
as in the story I just told you) calls for all those involved to
pay attention to the world around them, to be aware of the
celestial clock. But what is more, each person must remain
sensitive to the spirits of the others. It’s one thing to say “we
will gather at mid-morning tomorrow”, and another thing for
everyone to interpret the celestial signs the same way and actually
gather at the same time, particularly when they are gathering for
ceremony in a difficult-to-reach place in the wilderness, not in
the village, where they could check with each other. To do this
they must be able to live out the refrain in the Thanksgiving
Address: “Our minds are gathered together
as one!” There is no “objective time” out
there beyond our senses to which we can calibrate our watches – the
whole idea of standard time being a pallid substitute for this
sensitivity which by eliminating the latter has helped destroy a
real sense of community – there is only percipi, perception.

Place and time are
measured in terms of each other, so that one could say (as Einstein
did) that they are aspects of each other. Both time and place are
measured in terms of experience. For example, the distance between
rests on a long journey is a smaller unit of measurement, and the
distance traveled in a day is a larger unit of measurement. From a
traditional point of view, a mile through rough terrain contains
more “rests”, hence is a longer distance. The units familiar to
traditional peoples are derived from the body of the world and our
own bodies. The Sun provides us with the day. The Moon provides us
with the month. The seasons provide us with the circle of the year.
Our bodies provide us with such units as the lifetime, the month
(women’s moon times), the day (sleep and waking cycles), the
breath, and the heartbeat.

The Sun serves for
original people not only as a celestial timepiece, but also as a
compass. One knows, for example, that the Sun follows the Red Road
through the day, rising in the East, circling to the South at noon,
and setting in the West. One knows that the Sun rises farther North
in the summer or when one travels to the far South, and farther
South in the winter or when one travels to the far North. Thus,
with one glance at the Sun, traditional people know where they are
located in both time and place.

Another important measure
of time for traditional peoples is found in the rhythms of our
bodies. Our breath reminds us of the wind, of Father Sky. Our
hearts, like the voice of the Sacred Drum, remind us of Mother
Earth. Our heartbeat and breathing rates speed up in rough terrain
and slow down in an easy walk, in harmony with the changes in our
experience of time and place. When we die our hearts and breathing
stop: we are now no longer in a single time and place, but one with
our Creator and all creation.

It is often difficult for
those who walk the Red Road to name a moment of time for members of
the newcomers’ culture, because of these cultural differences. It
can even be difficult for Native Americans to talk with each other
about time – as was the case with my Tsalagi friend – because the
conversation is usually in English, not in the traditional
language, and English is constructed in a way that incorporates the
newcomers’ culture’s understanding of time and place. Benjamin Lee
Whorf’s amazing book Language, Thought,
and Reality shows how English is based on
a “the subject verbs the object” linguistic system, while Hopi has
subject and object participating in the verbing. The language we
think and speak in shapes our Weltansicht, our perception and
understanding of the nature of existence, and those who think
primarily in terms of the subject (self) acting on objects (things)
are more prone to change and take from what and who is around them
to their advantage. Gary Witherspoon’s Language and Art in the Navajo Universe similarly stresses the dominance of verbs in the Diné
language, implying how the World and everything in it is in
constant movement – of transformation, deformation, and
restoration. The Weltansicht
of traditional people, in which subject and
object participate in the verbing, is more likely to foster
mutuality and coöperation than competition and arrogation – the
spirit of sharing at the heart of the Sacred Giveaway – than is the
European Weltansicht, in which every subject, every “I”, is trying to verb the
world around her or him, and so inevitably they wind up
rivals.

Indeed, in the Native
American languages with which I am familiar, “nouns” are not
usually nouns at all but verb clusters. Typically, the word for
“fish” is “it swims” and the word for “bird” is “it flies”. (Which
makes better sense than English, for the sound “fish” has nothing
that actually tells us about the creature, where “it swims”
does.) If in Native American languages the
names for things are not nouns but verbs, then: 1) We realize that
these languages are precise, but a different kind of precision from
what is expected in Western language communication: a precision
that recognizes taxonomy in etymology, and 2) If the being is
defined by the doing, in terms of its relationship to the
environment, then this helps us to understand the medicine of
shapeshifting: to do as the bird (for instance) does is to be the
bird.

A Native American using
English may mean something other than what the words convey to her
or his non-Native hearers. If the pastor of a mainstream American
church says, “Come to the church by 8:00, for that’s when the
service starts,” you can be sure it will start when the clock says
8:00, or as close to that as is possible. When my Tsalagi friend
said, “Come over at 8:00 and we’ll go in the lodge,” he meant, “We
will enter the lodge when it is the right time to enter, and the
best approximation I can offer in European time terminology is to
say ‘8:00’.”

Both Native Americans and
members of the newcomers’ culture would probably agree that, in
terms of our experience, winter days pass quickly and winter nights
pass slowly. But members of the newcomers’ culture would say winter
nights have more (equal-length) hours in them than summer nights,
while traditional people would say that winter nights have the same
number of hours as summer nights, but the hours pass more slowly in
winter (if they were to speak in terms of “hours” – a newcomers’
culture concept). This is entirely coherent with
experience.

Time for traditional
peoples is nonlinear in another way: when we climb a mountain in
the midst of summer, we move through the seasons to winter. In
another sense, we move gradually through the æons to the time when
conifers reigned supreme, to the time of mosses and lichens, to the
time when the bare rocks were waiting for life to begin. We do the
same when we travel to the deep north, from the conifer forests to
the tundra to the rocky islands at the Arctic Ocean, where it is
colder and yet where the Sun’s light lasts longest into the
evening. Climbing a mountain is, therefore, a kind of ceremony, for
ceremonies are the Circle of Life in microcosm: it is
הדבע
(avodah), which means both “work” and
“worship,” as beautifully described in such masterpieces as Saint
John of the Cross’s The Ascent of Mount
Carmel, Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums, and Peter
Matthiessen’s The Snow
Leopard.

Traditional peoples are
also aware that time moves differently in the village and in the
wilderness; in the summer and in the winter, at different phases of
the Moon, at different times in the individual’s life and so on.
They know that everything has its own rhythm: a rope bridge, a hammock, a mountain. We have craved rhythm since we were infants rocked in the
cradle – and even before, listening to our mother’s heartbeat above
her womb and rocking within her as she walked
about. Time is not an inexorable flow;
time is something we learn to listen to and understand in all its
varying splendor.

Traditional peoples see
time and place in terms of story. Everything around us is alive,
and has its story. To exist, to live, is to create story: when we
fall in love, when we have a child, and so on, we’re beginning a
story, and the only way we can learn how the story is going to come
out is by creating the story. The past, to the traditional way of
thinking, is the stories that have been told and can still be told;
the future is the stories that have not yet been told. Thus, this
present moment is ceremony in progress, stories in the making. This
moment now, with you holding this book in your hands as you read
it, is your story-in-the-making. Some day to come you will remember
reading this book. You won’t have this book in your hands, but you
will remember reading something in it that really struck you, and
what it made you think about, and what you did that you wouldn’t
have done otherwise. This remembering will be for you a story, part
of the greater story of your life. Death, in this view, is an
ending not of life, but of a story – and other stories will always
follow.

Traditional peoples see
time and place as sacred. Decisions about when and where to do
things are made carefully in order to be in alignment with the
circles of time and place. A traditional person only does something
if it is clearly the right time and place to do it. This is because
all ceremonies are in effect microcosms of all time and
place.

In his novel
A Descent into Hell,
Charles Williams correctly notes that when time slips out of its
regular tick-tock rhythm, place remains stable, and when places
intermingle, stretch, or contract, then time remains stable; he
implies that time and place never pull free from their moorings
together (at least not until the έσχατον [eschaton], the great
débâcle that will end
the present age). When these instabilities in space or time occur,
“gateways” that lead into other dimensions open up. Sometimes the
dead know this, Williams says, and sometimes the living, and at
such a moment outside time, such a point outside place, “a single
clock ticks or a single door opens” – and here traditional people
would say that sometimes a single breeze blows or a single path
wends its way – “in two worlds at once.”

Williams’s point is
significant and indicative of the nature of time. In the
washte environment,
tick-tock time, χρονος (chronos),
passes, goes by; experientially it can pass quickly or slowly, but
it passes. In the wakan
environment, καιρος (kairos) doesn’t pass; it
is, and our experience
of it is that it is an instant and an eternity. Ultimately, it’s
not that there are two different kinds of time, but two ways we
experience it, like the two ways Herakleitos pointed out that we
experience a river. As a spirit-voice audibly said to me the other
day, “It is time, not a river, that flows through this valley.” The
river is moving and not-moving at the same time. The
washte is any individual
drop of water in the river. Just as scientists can tag an
individual bear and track her or his movements, they could
theoretically track a drop of water in what the newcomers call the
Hudson River all the way from Henderson Lake to the Atlantic Ocean,
and measure the exact amount of time it needs to do this. But the
river as a whole stays right there; that is the wakan. Thus, for the drop of water
(the individual person), time goes by, but for the whole, time is
one. Ceremony, which is in its essence a microcosm of all time and
all space, can pull free the moorings of time or space, creating as
Williams suggests a gateway to other dimensions, what the Hindus
and Jains call a tirtha, a spiritual fording or crossing place and the ancient Celts
called “thin places”, places in the British Isles where two worlds
conjoin, like portals from this world to another, allowing us to be
in the presence of the divine, not unlike the dimensional gateways
in C. S. Lewis’s Narnia Chronicles or André Norton’s
Witch World series –
indeed, Norton includes the Siege Perilous in the first volume of
that series, a famous historical example. It is, at least
momentarily, the experiencing of what Christians call the divine
(what Rudolf Otto calls das
Heilige, the numinous) and Buddhists
call nirvana. The
medicine man or woman and the bodhisattva are ones who experience
this oneness of all time and place, and thus can “travel in time
and space”.

William Blake understood
this concept when he spoke in his epic poem Milton of “the Sea of Time &
Space”. He speaks of every moment and every thing in this sea as a
vortex, a kind of microcosm, imaging the greater and infinite
whole:

 


The nature of infinity is
this: That every thing has its

Own Vortex; and when once a
traveller thro’ Eternity

Has pass’d that Vortex, he
percieves it roll backward behind

His path into a globe
itself infolding, like a sun,

Or like a moon, or like a
universe of starry majesty –

While he keeps onwards in
his wondrous journey on the earth –

Or like a human form, a
friend with whom he liv’d benevolent.

As the eye of man views
both the east & west, encompassing

Its vortex, and the north
& south with all their starry host,

Also the rising sun &
setting moon, he views surrounding

His corn-fields and his
valleys of five hundred acres square.

Thus is the earth one
infinite plane, and not as apparent

To the weak traveller
confin’d beneath the moony shade.

Thus is the heaven a vortex
pass’d already, and the earth

A Vortex not yet pass’d by
the traveller thro’ Eternity.

 


What European-American
metaphysics refers to as the physical universe is aptly called the
Now World by the Atisokanak people. Within it and beyond it (words
do not suffice) is the Spirit World, which is hardly ever talked
about in Western metaphysics. The Now World, this physical
time-space, could also be thought of as the Vessel World, for
everything in it is a vessel for Spirit: physical trees, physical
bodies, even canoes and bowls and arrows and knives are robes for
spirits. And just as we can find ways to go through our bodies into
spirit, or temporarily drop our physical robes and enter fully into
spirit – through fasting, sexuality, and the like, but especially
through ceremony – there are ways to do so in the Now World, and
times and places (just as in our bodies) that are especially
conducive to this. Such places are what I’m referring to as
gateways.

 


 


The Native American
peoples honor sacred places that are not too close to where they
live. One reason is that the sacred places must be protected from
enemies. Even before the coming of the Europeans, one nation would
not want its sacred places to be discovered by another, lest the
nation lose its sources of power and wisdom. This became even more
critical since the European invasion, when the Black Robes, the
military and the government, attempted to wipe out the traditional
ceremonies. Today they remain hidden mainly because of the
continual concern for “wannabes” who want to arrogate these
traditions, as well as self-appointed Native American “judges” and
religious or political reactionaries who want to destroy them. In
ancient times and still today, the wilderness helps to protect the
sacred ceremonial places from intrusion. Ironically, it is in the
place associated with chaos, the uncivilized region, where the
sacred things are most safe.

Even among respected
fellow traditionals I notice a mutual reserve with regard to sacred
places. If one accidentally comes upon a Sacred Stone People’s
Lodge in the wilderness, one leaves it strictly alone and even
averts one’s eyes. Likewise one does not ask another where her or
his lodge is located – not out of a lack of mutual trust, but out
of respect for the integrity of another’s spiritual resource. For,
if we talk about these places the way we talk about where we shop
or go to the movies, we can rob them of some of their
sacredness. Being hidden in the world
these places remind us that the wisdom of Creator is hidden in
every stone and leaf, every creature, every spirit
– as in the Jewish
teaching that compares Creator to a child playing hide-and-go-seek,
waiting hopefully, hoping joyfully, to be found by the other
children, by humanity.

The second reason the
sacred places are out in the wild regions is to remind us that the
ceremonies are lela wakan
(very sacred, powerful, mysterious, and
dangerous). If the sacred places were located right where we live,
we would treat sacred ceremonies like any other part of life. They
would become washte: ordinary, comfortable, and benign. Even if you know exactly
where they are, ceremonial grounds in my experience are often hard
to see. Unlike the newcomers’ houses of worship, they blend in with
the wilderness: they are small, made of natural materials and, when
the leaves of autumn or snows of winter fall on them, when mosses
grow on them, these elements are allowed to stay. Moreover, they
can often be reached only after a strenuous walk, in places where
there are no paths – up steep hills, or over broken rocks, through
brambles, and the like. Ideally, holy places are in the wilderness,
all but completely inaccessible, to remind us who seek them out
that spirituality is not an easy thing to attain, and that it takes
a great deal of persistent effort.

These sacred places are in
difficult-to-reach places such that the ceremonies held in them can
focus and concentrate the wakan
and bring it into more powerful proximity. The
humans in these places are exposed, naked, vulnerable – not merely
to storm and lightning, to any catamount or bear who comes along,
but vulnerable moreover to the full, undiluted, immeasurable power
of the wakan. The
risk we place ourselves in is, therefore, an essential part of the
ceremony; it would be wrong, sicha, to try to hold these
ceremonies in safe, convenient, non-threatening locations, or in a
manner less discomforting; this would close the ceremonies off from
their very power and purpose. (Though it must be noted that, sadly,
these days, many individuals are fortunate to find
any place at all on
which they can hold ceremonies.)

One Grandfather taught me
how important it is not to overuse the wakan. Our sacred places are
difficult to reach to remind us not to overuse them and deplete
their power, lest some day we really need it and it isn’t
available. The effort it takes to reach the ceremonial grounds also
gives us time to put the ordinary washte world behind us – to empty
out of us our mundane concerns so that we are ready to be filled
with the wakan,
the sacred.

When over time our feet
beat down a path to a certain sacred place, when the lodge we
erected there gets too comfortable and familiar, when it starts
falling apart, then it is time for us to let it naturally die of
old age and move on. Indeed, the word “lodge” suggests, as
does הככם (sukkah) in the Jewish tradition, a
structure of a temporary nature, built while on a pilgrimage. If we
stay too long in one spot it becomes too washte, too humanized. We are
tempted to abandon our pilgrimage. Wakan beings, such as the wild
animals and the nagipi (spirit beings), will stay away, repelled by the stench of
human sweat and human troubles that we have allowed to permeate the
soil and tinge the air. When it begins to stink and fall apart from
too much wear, when too many strangers have come upon it, when the
rafters of the lodge are so filled with prayer ties that they drop
their burdens of tobacco and appeal into the naked laps of those
circled beneath, it is time to let the lodge go and give this spot
an opportunity to cleanse itself of these toxins and recover
its wakan wildness. Better to move on to a place where we are again
aware of the possibility that a bear might tear its way into the
lodge or lightning might strike – where the wakan can still pull us out of our
comfortable lives.

Before the European
invasion, the traditional peoples also moved their whole
communities from time to time so the reek of human habitation would
not become increasingly unbearable for the people themselves (human
and of other species) and increasingly repel the
wakan, the spirits and
wild animals. Chief Sealth, more than a century and a half ago,
spoke of the stench of the invaders’ cities. Never cleansed, never
relieved, these cities remain fixed in one spot, growing larger
like cancers, rotting fastest in their centers. With the
considerable population density comes not only more disease but
more of the dangerous beings I will discuss later, the
wanagi sicha. Imagine if
he could have seen the cities of today! – and perhaps, in vision,
he did. One who in this life saw the modern urban scape, Tatanga
Mani (Walking Buffalo) of the Stoney nation, said: “Hills are
always more beautiful than houses from stone. In the big city the
life becomes an artificial existence. Many people hardly feel still
real earth under the feet any more; they hardly see plants growing,
except in flowerpots, and rarely leave the bright lights behind
them, in order to allow a starlit night sky to charm themselves.
When humans live so far away from all that the Great Spirit
created, then they easily forget its law.”

Another reason for
locating the spirit grounds well away from inhabited areas is that
the ceremonies tend to attract and collect wakan. Just as too much
washte is not good for
the wakan, too
much wakan is not
good for the washte. It is better to keep ceremonial spots, which can
draw wakan forces
such as fire or flood spirits or wild animals, at some distance
from our living places. Ceremonial lodges, indeed, do attract
the wakan more
quickly than a tipi or a wigwam; the lodges I have built over the
years have often been taken apart by snowstorms, lightning, or wild
animals – a sign that they are powerful accumulators of the
wakan energies.

And one last reason we
traditionally locate the Sacred Stone People’s Lodge in a
difficult-to-reach spot is so that – like the prince fighting to
get to Sleeping Beauty through the forest of thorns – by the time
we have walked long and hard to get there, we fully appreciate it.
There are difficulties ahead in anyone’s life, but the difficulties
are wakan; they
bring the sacred into our lives. Walking that difficult path to our
sacred grounds is, in a way, symbolic of walking through life,
seeking union with Creator, with all living creatures, and with all
one’s ancestors. Gautama Buddha said, “You cannot walk the path
unless you become the path itself.” By walking this path to the
sacred grounds, we show our commitment to the ceremony, our honor
and respect to Creator, the spirits, and the ancestors: the walking
becomes a gift, a part of the ceremony itself.

We must not forget that it
is Tawiskaron, the Left-Hand Twin, the destructive brother, who
creates difficult paths, so we are to be grateful to him for all
these gifts that come to us from walking them.

Another thing Gautama
Buddha said is: “I have plenty of good medicine, but I can't take
it for you.” In other words, nobody can deliver spiritual
enlightenment to you, predigested, ready to be integrated whole
into your soul – though there are “shamans” by the score who offer
to bestow it on you, for a certain hefty fee, of course. In fact,
it doesn’t cost a penny – but it does take a lot of hard work, and a
lot of inner struggle. Yet the path, though difficult, is in and of
itself most rewarding, even if you don’t consider the goal. We are
reminded of this when we hike to sacred ceremonial grounds, after a
long walk through forests or up steep hills, or whatever. This
reminds us that as we make the physical journey to the place, we
must also make a spiritual journey.

 


 


Robert Burton, in
The Anatomy of Melancholy, taught: “The heavens themselves run continually round, the
Sun riseth and sets, the Moon increaseth, stars and planets keep
their constant motions, the air is still tossed by the winds, the
waters ebb and flow, to their conservation, no doubt, to teach us
that we should ever be in motion.” Traditional peoples of the world
know this. It is in our nature to move; this is the nature of
life.

For the most part, members
of the newcomers’ culture see travel as the solution to the problem
of getting from point A to point B. The faster that travel can be
accomplished, the better. In an effort to minimize this perceived
problem, people in newcomer society drive their cars swiftly down
superhighways, take fast airplanes from coast to coast – until they
suffer constantly from soul lag, or even soul loss, because their
souls never have a chance to catch up. Bruce Chatwin, in his travel
memoir The Songlines, tells of some traditional people in the Kalahari who were
pushed into a forced march by a European explorer. They finally
refused to walk another step until their souls had had a chance to
catch up. “Haste is best made slowly,” as one Grandmother often
said to me.

The European view of place
is based on straight lines and angles. They orient themselves
according to longitude and latitude. When someone goes somewhere or
gives directions, the method of orientation is based on “straight
ahead”, “turn left”, and “turn right”; think of the grid geometry
of Manhattan, for instance. Their property lines are surveyed and
established with fences as linear. Their homes are all straight
lines and corners, avoiding the curvatures that represent the
caves, the wombs, that homes properly are in spirit, damming
outside the curvature of the horizon and everything within the
medicine wheel, establishing instead the “narrowed perception” that
Blake decried, denying the eye’s natural need to see curves and
circles and replacing it with an unnatural partiality for straight
lines. Traditional peoples worldwide believe that spirits move in
straight lines; the European-American emphasis on straight lines
seems, to the traditional mind, to invite malign spirits and
expedite their dominion. Joseph M. Marshall III, for instance,
writes how an elderly Lakota expressed a preference for the tipi
because it has no corners in which the white man’s devil (I’ll bet
he meant the white man himself) could catch him. It is also painful
for the traditional eye to look at these straight-line houses and
highways because before they are built the skin and flesh of Mother
Earth is ripped open and carted away in trucks. Many of today’s
superhighways were originally tracks taken by European-American
armies out to destroy the Indians, or by the wagon-trains of
settlers out to lay claim to their lands. Roads like the Oregon
Trail and the Bozeman Trail were often so badly rutted from wagon
wheels that in many places the scars can still be seen
today.

When the newcomers build
roads they expend considerable energy – cutting through forests,
filling in lakes, building bridges across valleys, blasting away
hills or tunnels through them, and carrying off tons and tons of
soil and rock – all to drive a straight line from the city to the
burbs, from work to home, all on the crazy notion that expending
considerable energy on these straight-line projects, or the
straight-line skytrails of airplanes, will allow one virtually to
cease from expending energy altogether. Far from it; people just
drive all the faster on these unnaturally straight roads, wasting
even more of Mother Earth’s precious resources, pounding down upon
the Earth in blatant if unwitting disregard of the philosophy of
“Walk lightly upon this Earth.” The traditional person knows it to
be a specious belief that all this effort saves time or energy, or
even that these things can be “saved” or should be, and follows
instead the Law of Least Resistance, expending only what energy is
necessary at any given moment or place with thought to harboring
our energies and drawing from the Earth and Sky around
us.

For the most efficient
path is not necessarily the straightest. The river, for instance,
does eventually reach the sea, but it curves through the landscape,
finding and following the best route. The river, as the
wakan does, adheres to
the Law of Least Resistance: it flows through this valley and not
some other valley because energy always takes the path that allows
it to flow most efficiently. When we paddle across a river, we can’t go straight across; we must circle up
against the flow in a path that appears indirect, but is the most
efficient. And, likewise, the paths
through the forested hills here where I live skirt lakes and hills,
gorges and rockfaces: as if they were sentient, which in the
traditional thinking they are, the paths anticipate landscapes that
are difficult or impassable, and go what seems as you walk them
unnecessarily far out of the way toward the destination, but, much
later, you realize that there was a good reason. If a straight path
were possible, the path would already be there from two- or
four-legged travellers before you. Perhaps you could take a straight path, straight across the river or
the mountain or the gorge, through
brambles or marshland, but
the path knows it would
take a huge, wasteful amount of energy and time. Clearly the
faster, more efficient, more natural way is to follow the curve
of a circle. Forcing your way along a straight line is always much
more difficult, wasteful of time and energy, and much more likely
to fail or lead into difficulty.

In these ways landscape
teaches us to be trusting and patient, to avoid haste and hurry,
and to realize that it is not just a physical destination but a
conceptual destination that we must seek, constantly attentive to
the landscape we are passing through and what it is telling us
about how best to interact with it as we traverse it. In time we
learn that all paths wind and circle, including the path of life
itself, but, despite initial appearances, they are always the best
paths. A corollary of the Law of Least Resistance is patience:
being impatient, and trying to force an event before its time
wastes a great deal of effort and is far less often successful than
waiting attentively but calmly for the right moment – this I
learned when I was young when fishing (waiting for the right moment
to pull the fish out of the water), playing baseball (waiting for
the right moment to throw a particular strikeout pitch or to steal
second base), or just by watching a cat sitting patiently by a
mouse hole waiting for the right moment to strike. I’ve also
learned this lesson in writing (not forcing myself to write a
passage before the Muse is ready to give it to me) and in
photography (waiting for the right moment to open the
shutter).

Where the newcomers want
things to go in straight lines, traditional people know that Nature
tends to go in curves and circles: leaves spiral to the ground,
rivers curve around, the shore is a curve, the days and moons and
seasons circle around us. When animals
hunt, they move in circles. Dogs chasing a stick circle around to
catch it (rather like an outfielder in baseball). When four-leggeds
lie down to sleep, they circle first, in a kind of ceremony. The
stars circle; falling stars, if you watch closely, fall in an arc;
even space-ships circle to their destinations. Branches are arcs,
not lines; our bodies are all curves. Indeed, everything around us
is shaped by fractals, which is to say concatenations of curves and
circles. Scientists tell us that there are
seven “superstring” dimensions curled up inside the smallest
components of the atom – curiously, the Mediæval German mystic
Jakob Bœhme spoke of “the region of the seven dimensions”. The
elemental forces of gravity and light curve; even space itself is
curved, according to Einstein (though this has long been known to
Native Americans as well as Taoist, Buddhist, and Hindu thinkers,
as detailed by Fritjof Capra in The Tao of
Physics). Traditional people, as all
people would if their nature weren’t culturally reconditioned, see
not in straight lines, but in curves; thus, in an application of
expanded awareness, they are often able to see around things, to see what’s around
the next bend in the road, even the future, and often to the
astonishment of newcomers. Traditional persons aren’t likely to
walk in a straight line from Point A to Point B, but follow curves
that flow with the land. Even when newcomers become lost, they tend
to go in circles – a beautiful thing that helps prevent one from
getting further lost! About the only things that go in straight
lines are the wanagi
sicha, the antibeings that devour souls;
moving in arcs and curves helps traditional people (like their
teachers all around them in this universe) to minimize the risk of
succumbing to these unbeings.

This preference for curves
may also help explain why baseball has particularly fascinated
Native Americans, because of the curve of the pitch and the swing
of the bat, because of the arc of the ball and the circling of the
outfielder to find the end of that rainbow where this tiny spinning
planet will come down, because of the curving path the runner
follows between each base, not a straight line, ultimately a circle
through the four stages of life, the Circle of Life.
Circles fill all of life, especially ceremony.
There are no straight lines, just (as Emerson knew) larger and
larger circles. As the author of Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) put it,
the sun rises and sets and circles around to rise again, the river
flows down to the sea and the waters of the sea rise up to form the
river once again, “what has happened before will happen again, and
what has been done before will be done again.”

For traditional peoples,
travel is itself sacred, for it is a form of shapeshifting: the
familiar, the washte medicine wheel one lives in vanishes and is replaced by
the wakan, the
wilderness. One can think of leaving one’s home as launching
oneself into the wakan, just as a bird does into the Sky. To travel is to
step out of one’s protections, one’s
comfort zone, the washte
of our ordinary life. To travel is to put aside
the protections of family, friends, and neighbors, to go into the
unknown, the wilderness and/or the foreign society getting to know
the “language” of a place one does not know – not only the way
these foreign humans communicate, but also the dangers of Nature of
which one is unaware. Travel, therefore, is a kind of metataxis
between two washte situations. Western civilization seeks to eliminate the
unknown-ness of travel, and to make everywhere as
washte as home; thus the
identical fast food restaurants and highways and ATMs one finds
everywhere in the world.

Travel is also a way of
giving. If you are going to visit a friend, for instance, your
traveling thither is part of the gift you bring. If you are going
to a sacred place, the journey itself is part of the gift you make
to Creator. And it helps keep us close to our ancestors who walked
the same spiritual paths. When the traditional peoples of Australia
speak of walking the same paths their ancestors walked, they say:
“Many people afterwards become country, in that place, ancestors.”
As Gautama Buddha said, “It is better to travel well than to
arrive.” As Robert Louis Stevenson wrote, “To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive.”
If we are at home, Spirit speaks to us, but in a
diminuted voice because of our being surrounded by our
washte moiety. However,
there is much Spirit in a landscape, in its trees and creatures and
hills and grottoes, and when we travel through it our journey
“concentrates” Spirit, so we are exposed to all sorts of new
teaching (things are known to exist because they teach). As did
Montaigne, I have noticed that “my mind ... usually brings forth
its profoundest ideas, as well as its maddest and those I like
best, unexpectedly, and when I least look for them, for they will
instantly vanish if I have no means at hand for fixing them; on
horseback, at table, in bed, but mostly on horseback, where my
thoughts wander most widely.” It is especially hard for minds
trained to avoid heeding the gifts of Spirit when they travel in a
sealed container moving at high speeds, concentrating hard on the
road to avoid an accident; in this wise, the efficiency of the
newcomers effectively shuts out the wakan.

In these Eastern woodlands
where I have always lived, it used to be rare to have a full view
of the landscape as one travelled – because the trees beneath which
one walked blocked the view. When one did encounter a break in the
trees and found a wider vista, one stopped and paused, compelled by
the rarity of such views to observe it – not only for the pleasure,
but to determine if there were any approaching dangers. But the
European settlers cut down the trees to make farms and villages and
highways, opening up these views. Now it seems that, far from being
unexpected and powerful, these views have gone to the other extreme
of being made commonplace, washte. They have been robbed of
their wakan power. Even in lands with open landscapes, such as deserts
and prairies, when one walked, slowly encountering the revelation
of new vistas, one had time enough to adjust to the personal
language of the land, to allow one’s soul to keep pace and enter
into dialogue with one’s situation. Now the trees are no longer
individuals but a mere blur that passes by outside the car windows
before their spirits and ours can possibly commune.

The language of landscape
that I know deeply and well is that of forests and fields. I love
the desert. I love the tundra. But these are not landscapes whose
language I understand well, and so I do not really know them well,
and cannot learn easily what it is that they would teach me if I
could understand them.

We also learn that the
more a path is used the more washte
it becomes. The closer a path is to human
habitation, the likelier it is to be used and rendered
washte, familiar. After
a while, like letting an aging lodge (for a lodge is a spiritual
path) go and building a new one, it’s good to relocate the path
when it has gotten too washte
– plants don’t grow where human feet have trod
too often, pressing the oxygen out of the soil. Other creatures,
such as deer and ants, also have their washte-for-them paths. Bees and
birds have paths in the Sky – migrating birds are known to follow
what amount to ærial highways. But these other species change to
new paths from time to time, and so should we. This, again, is the
philosophy of walking lightly upon this Earth. A path less
travelled, a path unknown to the walker, is relatively
wakan, as Robert Frost
well stated.

The sacred way to move is
to walk. Rather than sitting inside cars, our bodies stationary
even as we are moved at great speeds, we must learn to walk. When I
was young my father taught me how to walk silently through the
wilderness, without snapping twigs or dislodging stones, and
without leaving obvious marks of passage, such as by crushing small
plants or leaving footprints behind. “Walk lightly on the Earth,”
one elder taught me. That teaching has many levels of meaning, one
of the most important being that we should show respect to our
Mother the Earth. But another is that we should carry few
possessions (physical and nonphysical) on our backs, such that our
feet don’t press deeply into the soil, not only harming the
ecosystem (pointing the air out of it and crushing small lives) but
leaving clear marks of our passing that anyone, including enemies,
might follow. By this statement he also meant to watch where we put
our feet, lest our passing be noisy (scaring away smaller wild
creatures and attracting the unwanted attention of larger ones),
wasteful (walking right by useful herbs or nutritious plants, for
instance), or dangerous (stepping so clumsily that we wind up
turning an ankle and falling); that is, to make our decisions in
life with care lest they cause harm to ourselves or others. He
meant much more besides in this teaching, not to speak more than is
necessary, not to take from the wilderness more than is necessary,
not to stuff our stomachs more than is necessary, and so on. We
should not leave obvious trails as we go through the land or
through life, as if to call attention to ourselves, since that
would only enable enemies to track us down. How we walk through the
woods, you see, becomes a metaphor for how we walk through life: we
should try to avoid “making a big presence” or “a loud presence” as
that elder often put it, and remember that we walk on the dust of
our ancestors and that from beneath the ground the faces of our
descendants look up at us.

Heavy-footed walking, with
the heel first, pounding against the earth as if it were an enemy,
is unnatural: if you observe other creatures, that is not how they
walk, and not how we humans should walk either. Heel-walking is
unavoidable when one wears European-style shoes with their extended
heels, on walkways with artificially smooth surfaces, and no steep
inclines that necessitate walking with the toes
first. When Native peoples worldwide
witnessed the first arrival of European explorers and
conquistadors, they saw many strange differences in the smelly,
loud, bearded, white-skinned foreigners, including this strange way
of walking in which they pounded their feet into the earth as if it
were an enemy to be subdued, rather than as a beloved relative to
be caressed.

We learn best from our
elder brothers and sisters how to walk. Their movements are clean,
silent, smooth, and simple. No energy is wasted. Watch the snake
and the spider, how they move. Observe the fluid leap of the
catamount, the perfect grace of the trout. See how the eagle flies
swiftly with an economy of motion – recently I watched an eagle
soar along the Oswegahatchie River with only an occasional sweep of
his wings. This is one reason why the traditional peoples dance the
Eagle Dance, the Bear Dance, and so on: not just to learn the
dancing, the movements, of our elder relations, but to become like
them in spirit. Thus, when we glide in our walking like the hawk we
pick up more of her observant nature, when we thunder silently like
the bear we evidence his adoration for the Earth, when we step as
lightly as the vanishing deer we too leave no trace in our passing
or in our standing still. Like the first and last flake in a
snowstorm, our first step is as imperceptible as our
last.

Traditional people can
walk for many miles without tiring because they learn ways of
walking that are restful – the way of walking called
lung gom in Tibet. They
walk with a sense of the world around them, drawing energy from
the wakan of the
wilderness, and from the Earth Mother and Sky Father. As
traditional people do worldwide, they walk
with an economy of motion and energy, their heads remaining steady
rather than banging up and down on their necks with every step,
their legs flowing forward rather than slamming into their heels on
every step. They know how to get into the swing of a good smooth
rhythm. They prefer to go barefoot, in contact with Grandmother –
as Moses was instructed, they take off their shoes for they stand
on Holy Ground – or at most they walk with their feet shod in
natural, soft materials. They step with the ball of the foot and
toes touching first, then the heel. They keep their knees bent
slightly forward when their weight is on them, not locked. For me,
when I get right the rhythm of this walking, it has the same
smooth, easy, rolling flow of riding a horse. It is, in the Taoist
phrase, wei wu wei, action without action, walking so efficiently that hardly
any energy is wasted; the walking just happens, naturally. This way
of walking is much more silent – more respectful of the quiet of
nature around us. It is much easier on natural pathways, on steep
slopes, and of course better for when one is
hunting. Barefoot or wearing moccasins,
one can feel the earth beneath one’s feet, such that one is less
likely to snap twigs or stumble and make noise as one walks through
the forest.

Walking like this isn’t
easy at first, especially if you wear built-up heels, but, with
practice, it becomes natural. When done smoothly and well, you will
seem to glide across the land. Remember to breathe well and taste
the air with your senses. Remember that you lift your feet up into
the Sky and then put them down onto the Earth; you are moving
through both. As you walk, pay attention to the world around you.
Be one with your environment, not an intruder into it. All the time
you are walking, there are stories being told to you. Listen to
sounds. Watch the Earth for animal tracks and learn to read their
stories. Watch the weather and the courses of birds in the Sky –
especially the skytrails of birds and spirits overhead, since they
see the farthest.

There are two kinds of
travel: washte and wakan.
To travel in the former way is to walk on physical paths to
physical destinations, with which we become familiar, making these
destinations washte. This is why visiting the Moon made
it washte; now it
is a place like any other, and like washte things it now has to be taken
care of. Many people have noticed how all cities look more or less
alike all over the world; they are washte no matter what. But to travel
in the latter way is, as Gautama Buddha taught, to take a path we
do not know to a destination we have never seen – that is, a
wakan path, a pathless
path to a timeless placeless destination. To travel it we must be
braver even than (in the time before sextant and compass) a sailor
who dared to sail out of sight of land: we must leave all
washte markers and
moorings behind and venture into the utterly unknown and
unknowable.

As Yoshida Kenkō wrote
in Tsurezure-Gusa (Essays in
Idleness): “A certain recluse, whose name
I do not know, said that no bonds attached him to this life, and
that the only thing he would regret leaving behind was the
Sky.”

As it says in the
Psalms:

 


The heavens declare the
glory of G-d,

The skies proclaim the work
of his hands.

Day after day they pour out
speech;

Night after night they
display wisdom.

They cannot speak; they do
not use words;

No sound comes forth from
them,

And yet their voice goes
out into the entire world.

 


As William Blake
sang:

 


How do you know but ev’ry
Bird that cuts the airy way,

Is an immense world of
delight, clos’d by your senses five?

 


And as Grandfather Black
Elk heard sung to him in his great vision:

 


Behold, a sacred voice is
calling you;

All over the Sky a sacred
voice is calling.


II

WASHTE AND WAKAN




Let me begin by telling
you a story.

 


A long time ago, the people
found a good place where there were plenty of good things, so they
decided to stay there and not move around. In this fertile
location, they were fertile too. They began having lots of
children, and as a result there were many mouths to feed. But they
did not remember to keep balances. With all the abundance that was
around them, they did not see any need to thank the plants and
animals they took for food, or to leave tobacco gifts behind. There
was such plenty in this land that they saw no reason to avoid
hunting mother animals lest there be no generation next year to
hunt, and they saw no reason to leave some plants behind to ensure
another crop next year. Worst of all, they offered no thanks from
their hearts for all this plenty – neither to Creator nor to these
created beings.

A few individuals among the
people said that perhaps this practice needed to be rethought, and
warned of environmental collapse, but others laughed at them and
called them doomsayers. “Is there not plenty for all?” they asked.
The change was so gradual that many did not see it coming until it
was too late. Eventually the area was overharvested, leading to
breaks in the food chain. Plants and animals became scarce, either
because they were dying out, or because they learned to avoid this
area with the stench of many humans. Erosion spread as grasses and
trees disappeared, and water became brackish. Summers were
unbearably hot, and rains and snows often came out of
season.

The people had to go
farther and farther for their food. So great was the need for food
that even children had to help with finding it. Two boys among
these people had adopted each other as brothers, though they were
not brothers by birth. They went off to find food, hoping to be
honored if their hunt should be successful.

These two boys loved each
other very much, although they were quite different in nature. One
was bold and brave. He was impetuous at times, but known already
for his courage. He already had a way with women and “hunted” for
them as well, but he had not yet found one with whom he wanted to
spend his life – although this is understandable because he was yet
young. People said of him that he would be a great warrior or even
a chief.

The other was reserved by
nature, even shy, given to going off alone to contemplate the world
around him. He had not been with a woman yet, and had not had much
success hunting. He would listen to his honorary brother tell of
his exploits with a vicarious thrill and yet also some
embarrassment that though his brother had so many exciting stories
to tell these conquests evidently meant little to him. People
thought this quiet brother might some day be a medicine
man.

They complemented each
other well, and it was on the sharing of their strengths that their
friendship was built. One learned to appreciate from the other, and
the other learned courage from the first.

After four days of walking
away from the village they saw a white-furred buffalo cow. This
creature, they knew, would have abundant flesh to feed their people
and that beautiful fur would be highly prized. They agreed to split
up and circle around from either direction toward the buffalo cow.
The brave brother went sunwise, circling toward the right, and the
thoughtful brother went moonwise, circling toward the
left.

But, when both of them came
through the bushes, what they saw before them was not the buffalo
cow they expected, but a woman. Some now say she was wearing a
beautiful gown made of white buffalo fur that fit close about her
lovely figure; but the way I heard the story is that she wore no
earthly clothing, but had long shining white hair that draped her
back and shoulders like a robe: the hair of a wise Grandmother and
the face and figure of a lovely young woman. But, in any case,
there was no doubt in the mind of either boy that this was a sacred
shapeshifter: that somehow the creature they had been hunting had
now appeared before them as a woman.

They also noticed that she
was carrying something in the crook of her left arm, the arm
closest to her heart. We now know that it was the Sacred Pipe, with
the bowl in her palm and the stem lying against her
forearm.

Both boys were very aware
that she was both owanyanka washte
(very beautiful) and lela wakan (very sacred, powerful,
mysterious, dangerous). The courageous brother was more aware of
her washte qualities, and the other was more aware of the
wakan aspect of her
nature. While the boys were contemplating her, she put the object
down – the first boy saw her put it on a stone, representing
mortality, and the second on a buffalo chip, representing
immortality.

The courageous one,
overwhelmed with her beauty, conceived a powerful desire for her
physical body. For him the hunt continued, but now it was another
kind of hunt – yet one with which he was also very familiar. It was not his
custom to ask for what he wanted. It was his way to say and do
whatever was necessary to get what he wanted, as his people had
done to the land around them, to take without asking, without
thanking and without giving back. This boy took a step toward the
woman, intending to act on his desires. She held up one hand in
warning. He then took another step toward her. She held up her
second hand in warning. He took yet another step toward her. This
time she spoke, warning him, “Do not take another step forward, or
you will get what you want – but in the end you will be left with
nothing.” Believing her to mean that he could take from her what he
wanted, he took the fourth and final step forward.

Time stood still. The brave
brother experienced a whole lifetime with this woman – living with
her, having children with her, growing old with her, and eventually
dying. But what the other brother saw was quite different. At the
very moment that his companion first reached to embrace the woman,
a mist surrounded them, and he could not see what was happening.
Others say that the two were enveloped in smoke, as if they were on
fire. When the mist or smoke dissipated – that is, when the bold
brother’s spirit went up into the Sky, the remaining brother saw
the woman standing alone. Looking closer, he saw that there was
nothing left of his brother but burned bones already grown over
with moss and fading back into the soil – a sign that for his
brother many years had gone by.

Seeing this, the other
boy, the pensive one, was now full of fear in the presence of a
spirit so clearly lela
wakan. He did not dare look directly at
her, out of respect and shame, and for fear that he might meet the
same fate as his brother. He took a step backwards. She held up one
hand, motioning him closer. He took another step backwards. She
held up her other hand to motion him closer. He took a third step
backwards, and this time she spoke, and said, “Come closer to me,
for I have a message, which I want you to deliver to your people.”
Fortunately he did not take the final step backwards, which would
surely have led to his running away. Perhaps, now that his brother
was gone, some of the latter’s spirit gave him sufficient courage
to stay his panic. He came close to her, but with his eyes still
turned aside, his desire and fear pouring out of him onto the
Earth, leaving him empty. She waited patiently until the silence
stretched out so long that his curiosity overcame his fear and at
last he looked up at her. Seeing her smile of loving welcome, he
looked with great care at her beauty, felt welcomed into and
forgiven by her beauty, felt made beautiful himself. His eyes
overflowed with tears. Then she told him this: “Go back to your
people and tell them that I will come to them when the Moon is
full, and I will give them a gift, which will be for their
salvation. Tell them that they are to prepare a sacred lodge and
meet me there.”

The boy turned away
obediently – and
then turned back again, but she was already gone, disappearing the
same way the mist vanishes in the morning. So he returned to his
people. But, sadly, for the most part they did not believe his
story. They, who now were so often liars and cheaters themselves,
could not discern his honest nature. They decided that he must have
made it up, to cover up what they assumed had really happened, that
he had murdered his adoptive brother. Only the chief, Standing
Hollow Horn, believed his story, knowing this boy was not prone to
murder or to lying. Moreover, he could see in the boy’s shining
eyes that they had beheld a great vision.

Standing Hollow Horn told
the people to build a lodge to welcome the sacred woman. They did
so, but they grumbled. Then he told them, on the Full Moon, to
gather there. Again, they did so, grumbling, mostly hoping to see
the chief humiliated so someone more to their liking could be put
in his place. They waited a long time in the night beneath the
Moon. Some, in fact, left, complaining of the cold and desiring to
be in their warm, comfortable beds. More and more began to depart,
shaking their heads.

But then someone said,
“Look!” And those who remained in the lodge looked – and in the
distance they saw a silver cloud. It was approaching them. All
around it lightning was flashing, signaling the presence of the
thunder beings. As the cloud came closer, they could see a woman
beneath it. As it got closer yet they could hear the woman was
singing, and what she was singing was, “Behold! I am coming! With a
visible breath I am coming!” As she came closer yet they saw that
she was owanyanka washte
and lela
wakan. As she continued to approach them,
they could see that the silver cloud was issuing from her mouth,
and that she was holding something in her hands.

The men lowered their
heads in respect and shame as she approached – ashamed at the way this sacred
messenger had been first received by members of their nation,
ashamed at their doubt and their own greedy ways. Many of the women
too, especially the younger ones, turned their eyes downward, out
of sorrow that the sons of their own bodies could treat a woman
like them, the grandmothers, mothers, sisters,
wives, and
daughters of these men, in such a way. As she walked among them,
the men heard the grandmothers whisper quiet exclamations of awe
and admiration at her great beauty and her sacred appearance, and
they felt their shame even more deeply. Then she motioned with her
hands, and all of the people looked up. They gazed on the woman,
beautiful and sacred, clothed only in her silver hair and the
shimmering silver cloud, both of which shone brightly in the
moonlight. Tears streamed down their faces. None of them could say
a word.

When she came to the
chief, she held out to him on her outstretched palms the object she
was carrying, telling him it was called the Chanunpa Wakan (Sacred Pipe). She
said, “This gift is for the salvation of your people. With it you
will remember to pray with and for all living creatures, all your
relations. If you keep it well, you will always have plenty and
live in safety.”

The people were starving;
they had no food to share with the woman, only some water. So they
dipped sweetgrass into a bowl of water and gave it to her. She
sprinkled the water on them with the sweetgrass, and thus, to this
day, the people use this as a means of purification. Then she
prepared sacred food for them, and served it with her own hands,
first to the elders, then to the little children and mothers, and
last to the warriors.

After they had eaten
together, the woman taught the chief the sacred meaning and use of
the Chanunpa Wakan. “With your feet on the Earth and the pipestem
lifted into the Sky,” she said, “you become a living bridge of
prayer, uniting the Sacred Above with the Sacred Below.” She also
brought out a sacred white stone with seven circles indented into
it, ranging in size from very large to very small. These circles
represent the seven great ceremonies that she taught to the
people.

Her last words to them
were, “Toksha ake wa chin yanktin
ktelo” (I will see you again). When they
need her the most, she said, when their need is desperate, she will
return.

Some say that, as she
left, she rolled onto the ground and became a yellow buffalo:
yellow for the East and the beginning of life. The buffalo rolled
over and became red: red for the South and the height of life. Then
she rolled again and became black: black for the West and the
ending of life. Then she rolled one last time and was once again a
white buffalo cow: white for the North and the time between death
and rebirth. In so doing she gave one final teaching: the nature of
the Four Sacred Directions, bound together in the
Changleshka Wakan, the
Sacred Hoop.

Others say that, at her
direction, the women lit a great bonfire of dried cottonwood, and
the people all stood in a circle around it. When the flames had
burned down, she told the elders to throw sweetgrass onto the
glowing coals. This they did, and a great cloud of smoke rose up.
When it had dissipated, she was gone. This way of telling the story
shows that the people were forgiven for their sicha ways, and reminded to keep the
sacred ceremonies with great care, and remember, as the smoke rises
from the Pipe, and the steam rises from the lodge, that she rises
with it, that her spirit is ever with them when they do these
things.

 


We will consider the
teaching this story carries a little later. First, however, I need
to explain some things that will help me do that.

An elder I once knew
introduced me to a useful way of categorizing living beings. He
liked to point out that there are two kinds of plants and animals:
the friendly ones and the unfriendly ones.

Some plants commonly grow
close to where human beings live. They clearly like us. Moreover,
they are usually valuable to us in some way: they are nice to look
at or are good to eat, or their materials are useful for making
things. Maple trees are of this kind; they give us shade, firewood,
and sweet syrup. Apple and other fruit trees are quite friendly.
Birchbark helps us get fires started even in rain and can be used
to build homes and canoes, and the inner bark and twigs make a
wonderful tea. Dandelions are another good example: despite often
being considered worthless weeds by those who force nature to
produce only one relatively non-nutritious species of grass in
their lawns, they are pretty to look at, and their greens are
delicious in the spring. Others include clover, sorrel, watercress,
fiddlehead fern, and cattail. These plants are considered
washte.

But there are also many
kinds of plants that do not like us, that grow rather far from us.
Not only do they offer us no common usefulness, but they often show
their dislike for us with camouflage or an unattractive appearance,
a poisonous nature, or thorny protections. Yet these plants often
excel as powerful healing drugs, when taken in minuscule doses.
Some nations also seek out those rare poisonous plants that enable
one to break through to the sacred realm of visions and dreams.
These plants are considered wakan.

There are exceptions, of
course. Some plants grow in profusion near human beings and yet
are wakan;
mugwort, for instance, which strongly promote dreams. Others, such
as poison ivy, are dangerous. If we are nature-wise, we know poison
ivy well and know to respect it, just as we know how to live with
an unruly neighbor or relative. And we remember that a great friend
to humans, jewel weed, almost always can be found near poison ivy.
Jewel weed is good for healing the kind of skin rashes caused by
poison ivy, as long as it is applied before the infection spreads.
We are also more susceptible to poison ivy rashes when we haven’t
taken care of ourselves, body and spirit. So, when you think about
it, poison ivy is really a friend too, since it reminds us to take
care of ourselves and to be aware of our environment.

Jewel weed also teaches us
something very important: that all things are positioned where they
are needed, including us. I’ve often noticed how flowers that have
no natural protection grow amidst thorny or foul-tasting plants.
Lightning, which can cause fires, is usually accompanied by rain,
which puts it out. Everything is part of a beautiful balance, a
symmetry, that may not be always evident to us, but still is there.
One cannot know what one’s raison
d’être is – why Creator has brought one
into being at all, and why in the specific place and time wherein
one finds oneself, how one is part of that balance, that spiderweb
that unites all life – but the very place and time provide one with
clues, as too do one’s special abilities and talents. It is good to
ponder this question, and to be open to whatever the reason is, and
not try to force our lives, or others’ lives, into a pattern of
meaningfulness unintended by the Maker. One may never be able to do
more than guess how and why one is needed, though ideally as one
gets older one comes asymptotically closer to the truth; yet
certainly it is a good goal throughout one’s life to seek the
answer to this question, never assuming one knows the answer,
remaining always aware of the likelihood that what one thinks is
the answer is wrong, such that one remains open for Creator’s
intentions for one – but, in any case, whether we know the reason
or not, we are where we are needed.

As with plants, so also
with animals. The animals who live near us like us. Squirrels,
chipmunks, robins, and dogs all provide us with goodness of various
kinds. Songbirds are pleasant to hear and, when they stop singing,
warn us of dangers such as an approaching storm or enemy warriors.
But the truly wild animals do not particularly like us or want to
help us. It is very rare to come close to an eagle or a bear,
because they are wary of us. Whenever one comes close to me in the
wild it is always a dramatic event and in its way a sacred vision,
because I know it wouldn’t willingly come near me unless it were
for a specific purpose. They are great teachers and very wise
beings. While we should not seek out these powerful
wakan beings except with
great care and respect, their ways are of immense healing value.
Like the rare poisonous plants, we seek them out only when we
really need to, at great peril to ourselves, when we have no other
choice.

The European way to
categorize plants and animals is according to their genus and
species, based on genetic relationships. This is very interesting
and useful in some ways, and to some degree traditional taxonomy
follows roughly similar lines, since the ways in which Native
Americans distinguish different categories of life often follow
lines similar to those of the newcomers. The traditional way of
categorizing beings is based, however, not on genetics, but on
direct observation of appearance and behavior. It makes careful
distinctions between diurnal and nocturnal animals and plants, and
those who appear in one season and not another, for example.
Traditional taxonomy also distinguishes between creatures who are
Sky-oriented (seek sustenance or safety by going upward), such as
bats, butterflies, some spiders, most birds, bobcats, squirrels,
trees, and vines, and those who are Earth-oriented (seek sustenance
or safety by going downward, close to the ground or even
underground), such as prairie dogs, moles, amphibians, some
spiders, worms, some birds, chipmunks, fungi, streams and rivers,
and many ground-hugging herbs. It makes distinctions among
creatures based on their preferred diet – plant or animal – and
environment – lakes, rivers, woods, grasslands, caves, mountains,
deserts, and so on. It takes note of distinctive behavior
(tradition), such as that bear, raccoons, and humans clean their
food before eating it and wash their hands before and after meals.
It considers significant the difference between those creatures who
attract attention to themselves, through coloration or sound, for
instance, and those who seek to avoid attention, such as through
camouflage. And it recognizes that pretty much everything comes in
male and female form: some rocks are definitely female and others
male, for instance.

Native people distinguish
between the hooved peoples, the rabbit-footed peoples (which also
include hares, squirrels, mice, and chipmunks), the turtle-footed
peoples (which also include tortoises, lizards, frogs, snakes, and
toads), the oblong-footed peoples (which include bear, humans,
raccoons, opossums, skunks, minks, and otters), and the
round-footed peoples (which include various feline and canine
nations). They distinguish between handed peoples (such as humans,
bear, spirits, raccoons, and some lizards), pawed peoples, and
those with neither. They also distinguish between the scaly peoples
(including reptiles, fishes, some insects, and various trees, nuts,
and seeds), the no-skin peoples (including amœbæ, jellyfish), the
skin peoples (including worms, slugs, some fish, humans [especially
yellow and red peoples], and some plants and trees), the feathered
peoples, the chitinous peoples (most insects and many trees), the
furry peoples (including most mammals, plus some humans [especially
black and white peoples], some insects and spiders, and evergreens,
mosses, and the like), the rock peoples (including mountains,
rocks, and coral), the water peoples (including lakes, streams,
oceans, rivers, and swamps), the air peoples, the fire peoples, the
star peoples, and the spirit peoples (including spirits that never
had robes [bodies], spirits that once had robes but now choose to
remain in this Earth in spirit-form, spirits that have not yet
entered into new robes [been reïncarnated], and spirits that are
leaving this Earth to take the White Road, the Star
Path).

Similar colors and shapes
can suggest relationships. Tatanka Ohitika (Brave Buffalo), for
example, said sacred stones are related to the Sun and Moon, since
“we know that all things which are round are related to each
other.” They may also be related in historic ways: as the
foundational beings of Turtle Island, turtles are closely related
to rocks and are part rock in nature; as proof of this, Luther
Standing Bear pointed to the fact that, despite his people’s great
powers of observation, none of them had ever seen turtles migrating
from one watering place to another; they would rather just
disappear in one and appear in another.

Relationships are also
understood in terms of kinds of groupings. Some creatures, like
ants, bees, starlings, some species of
fish, midges, watercress, and maples, form
large, closely knit communities that function with the
intelligence, resourcefulness, and quick responsiveness of an
individual, in which the physical units are typically limited in
such intelligence, and often have specific differentiated
functions. Others, such as wolves, eagles, and grasshoppers, tend
toward small family groups at most or to be solitary. Human beings
are midway between these two, as are a number of other creatures,
such as bear and otter.

Another traditional way of
categorizing is according to the number of legs a living creature
has for touching the ground – it may have other limbs for touching
the sky; a tree reaches to the sky with many limbs, a bird and a
human with two, and so on.

Supreme among the
no-leggeds, of course, are the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars. Other
beings with no legs include fish, spirits, amœbæ, rocks, lakes and
ponds, and mist, fog, and clouds – which are considered alive in
this tradition, as in the views of Père Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.
Some of these beings live at or below the surface of Mother Earth,
within her soil or water, and help us understand better her ways;
the deeper beneath the surface they prefer to be, the more likely
they are to be wakan. Others, the lakes and ponds, live on the surface of the
Earth but embrace the Sky too, in reflection, and are nourished by
the rain that falls from the Sky. The others live above the earth,
sometimes close to it, as in the case of fog and mist, or in the
Sky, as with clouds.

The one-legged beings
include rivers, snakes, worms, eels, snails, slugs, trees,
mountains, stemmed plants, smoke, steam, and comets. The essential
quality about most one-leggeds, especially plants, trees, smoke,
and steam, is that they join together Earth and Sky, by being
deeply rooted in one and reaching for the other. When we burn trees
we send smoke carrying the spirit of the trees into the Above
World, and we send their ashes down into the Great Below. Seeds,
cones, needles, and leaves from trees are also one-legged lives,
for they are the wings of trees – especially when they spin and fly
in the breeze, flying about in the Sky until eventually they settle
again upon the Earth; but even then leaves sometimes skitter across
an open space, such as a flat rock or a path, even rearing up in
the breeze occasionally, appearing to look about themselves the way
squirrels and chipmunks do, and perhaps actually doing
so.

The farther from human
habitation these no-legged and one-legged beings live, the more
likely they are to be wakan
– sacred, powerful, mysterious, awe-inspiring,
dangerous, frightening. Trees that have been struck by lightning –
trees whose outstretched, praying arms have embraced the undiluted
power of Heaven – have great wakan
virtue in them as well; the blackened portions
were traditionally buried by Tsalagi (Cherokee) spiritualists
beneath crops to ensure good growth, and athletes and warriors of
many nations still sometimes rub the black into their biceps and
calves for physical and spiritual strength.

Since no-leggeds and
one-leggeds tend to remain in one physical place, and to remain
pretty much the same for longer than many lifetimes of creatures
with two or more legs, they are freer to travel through realms of
time and spirit. That affords them the opportunity and patience to
find the paths between dimensions, and become thresholds or
“gateways” between this physical world, the Now World as the
Atisokanak people call it, and the Spirit World. This is why
certain herbs – sage, sweetgrass, cedar, and tobacco, for instance
– help us to communicate in and with Spirit, and why other herbs
are good for healing, and why trees help us to travel in time.
Trees are microcosms of time: the roots resemble the many ancestors
of the individual (the trunk) and the branches resemble the many
descendants of the individual. Their roots represent the past,
their beginnings, their roots grown from their seed, now buried and
known only in memory, but also the future, for the roots are buried
like a body beneath the hand of Mother Earth, and the branches
represent the future, their endings, reaching as they do for the
Heavens where some day our spirits will walk, but also beginnings,
for from them come the new seeds. In this trees are like elders and
children together, each seeing their past and their future in the
other.
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