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Introduction to American Indian Spirituality for Hospice Professionals
Presented by Christian Nielsen
Objectives

1. Participants will gain a basic understanding of American Indian spirituality & philosophy.

2. Participants will learn basic beliefs and attitudes toward, health, healing, and death within the context of American Indian spirituality.

3. Participants will be given practical knowledge and resources for working with patients who are American Indian or for those who are non-native and have incorporated American Indian spirituality into their belief system.
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"There is no death- only a change of worlds."

Chief Seattle

"It is the general belief of the Indians that after a person dies the spirit is somewhere on the earth or in the sky, we do not know exactly where, but we are sure that the spirit still lives .... So it is with Wakantanka (The Great Spirit). We believe that Wakantanka is everywhere, yet Wakantanka is to us as the spirits of our friends, whose voices we cannot hear."

Chased-By-Bears 
Santee-Yanktonai Sioux

"It is good to have a reminder of death before us, for it helps us to understand the impermanence of life on this earth, and this understanding may aid us in preparing for our own death."

Black Elk 
Oglala Sioux

Brief Primer of Native cultures in Minnesota

Collective Losses faced by indigenous peoples

The Sacred Circle

"This we know: the earth does not belong to man, man belongs to the earth. All things are connected like the blood that unites us all. Man did not weave the web of life, he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself."









Chief Seattle

Basic American Indian Religious Concepts

The Four Directions

East: New life, creation, birth, new life, enlightenment, Lakota color: Red

South: The path of adult life, innocence, warmth, understanding, self-improvement, Lakota color: yellow

West: Journey's end, home of Thunder beings (destruction and recreation), power, Lakota color: black

North: Mystery, Wisdom (gained through winter stories), purifying and testing, healing, Lakota color: white

"Cosmicization of the Ordinary"
The Three Realms


-This World / Spirit Realm / Subtle Realm

Shamanism and Indian Medicine

"Shamans are the world's first physicians, diagnosticians, psychotherapists, religious functionaries, magicians, performing artists, and storytellers"








Larry Dossey, M.D.
Death beliefs and rites of the Ojibwe & Lakota

4 planes of existence:


First: gives life and motion to the body


Second: sleep / meditation- souls stays in body, while spirit travels through space/time

Third: spirits leaves the body to take sentient existence in another dimension- soul remains in body- physical trauma or disease process. May be visited briefly in deep meditation.

Fourth: Land of Souls
Tips for serving American Indian Clients in a culturally appropriate way

· If speaking with someone who is an elder to you, avoid making direct eye contact unless it is initiated by the elder. 

· If speaking with someone younger than you, do not expect direct eye contact from them- this is a sign of respect.

· Don't talk too much- be aware of how much you are speaking.

· Spend time listening- this is especially true of most Indigenous people- listening is much more important than talking.

· Allow for silence, long silence if needed- especially if you are with an elder. Spend time listening to the silence. If they are older, allow the other person to break the silence if possible.

· Do not point!- this is considered rude in nearly every indigenous culture on earth. It is especially true when pointing at people. You may indicate a direction with your head, try to avoid using your hands to indicate a direction.

· Try to avoid cultural expectations and stereotypes

· Be sincere and genuine with the things you say. If it doesn't come from the heart- don't speak.

· Pay attention to symbolism

· Avoid stepping between people

· If ever in a place were drumming is taking place, never step between another person and the drum.

· Death is a sacred rite of passage to the next world. Try to be supportive of the process, but not to interfere in it. Remember that many issues will be resolved in the next world. Support balance in the dying process, not necessarily resolution.

· You may want to check with families re: any preferred ceremonies that need to happen shortly before death and after death has occurred. In many Native cultures, there are purification rites performed after death to assure that the spirit passes on to the next world.
Terms:

Ojibwe: proper name and spelling for the nation known as Chippewa or Ojibway

Lakota: proper name for the nation also known as the Sioux or Dakota

Gitchie Manitou: Ojibwe word for The Great Spirit

Wakantanka: Lakota word for The Great Spirit

Boozho or Aniin: Ojibwe words for "Hello": Boozho occasionally used for farewell greeting

There are no words for "Goodbye"

"Ahow": Lakota or Ojibwe word stating agreement or a form of "Amen"

Wasicho: Lakota word for "white person"

Gichi-mookomaan or Wayaabishkiiwed: Ojibwe words for "white person"

Mitokwe Oyasin: Literally "All My Relatives". Originally a Lakota expression for the relatedness and connectedness of all people, all animals, and all things in the universe. This also conveys the connection to all ancestors. This has become a pan-Indian expression for many.

A Simple Prayer
Christian Nielsen

Great Spirit (Wankantanka or Gitchie Manitou),

I speak to you as a relative to all things that live.

I give thanks and pray for the well being of all things in your great Universe and on the great Earth Mother.

I pray today for _________________________, that his/her crossing from this world to the next will be a good one.

I pray for balance as _____________________ prepares for this most important passage on life's path to join his/her/our ancestors.

I pray for the ones who will remain in this world, that they (we) may feel your loving presence in our hearts and in our minds.

Help us to remember the words of Chief Seattle, who said that "there is no death, only a change of worlds".

Great Spirit, we know that you walk with us always, for you are everywhere.

Please hear our prayer and help us to remember always to honor the path you have laid out before us.

Please hear this prayer from your children.

Mitokwe Oyasin (All My Relatives)

* "I" may be replaced with "we" when appropriate.

Sun Bear on the Native American way of dying

In the old way, when it was time to die, old ones would go off by themselves, feeling that the moment of death was as intimate between them and the Earth Mother as the moment of birth is between human mother and child. They would find a quiet place and there make prayers to the Great Spirit, thanking him for the life they had enjoyed. They would sing their song, and they would die. 

There is a story of one old-timer who felt his time had come. He invited all of his friends to a gathering where they sang songs and made a feast. He had a big give-away, giving gifts to all his friends, telling them how happy he had been with their friendship. They, in turn, all spoke their good thoughts of him. Then, while they were singing songs, he closed his eyes and died. Many Indian people have been known to predict the exact date and time they would die. 

Warrior societies used to let the old men go into battle one last time. When they went the young men would stand aside and say, 'Let the old man count one last coup.' 

Another Indian custom was to give away or make arrangements to give away everything a person had before he died. That way there was nothing for anyone to fight over after the person was gone. 

Like all other things in life, death is not permanent. It is but a change from one world, from one state of being into another. For those of us who learn to love life, with all of its changes, death should not be a fearful event. It should be a time of celebrating the continual evolution of the soul. When it is your time to pass, it should be with your mind wide open and your prayer in your heart. When one dear to you dies, besides sadness at your loss you should feel happiness that now the soul is free to soar to Kitche Manitou, the Great Spirit, our common Creator. Where there is love, there is no room for fear.

From Many Smokes magazine (now entitled Wild Fire), Bear Tribe Medicine Society, Spokane, WA.
Native American Funeral Rituals 
Lakota Tribe
A people without a history is like wind on buffalo grass 
Sioux Proverb 

Funeral and grieving rituals from the Native American Culture are diverse and profound. The Lakota, a plains tribe who once inhabited a large portion of the central northern plains, pays tribute to the soul of the deceased with rituals seeped in tradition. These traditions take the form of the Wacekiyapi, Spirit Keeping Ceremony, and the White Buffalo Ceremony. 

The Wacekiyapi is a period of four days in which the family and tribe mourn the death. During this time the family erects a burial scaffold. At the end of the four days, the old women of the family remove the corpse from the tipi and transport it to the scaffold. They hoist the corpse to the scaffold, where they also hang the person's belongings. 

The Spirit Keeping Ceremony honors the spirit of a deceased person, usually a child. This elaborate ceremony requires a year of preparation. A lock of the deceased's hair is placed in a ghost lodge, a portable tipi specially constructed for the honoring of the deceased. In the case of a child, the ghost tipi is placed in front of the parents' tipi and all mourning ceased because the spirit of the dead is present. The tribe elders or Wicasa Itacan place food in a special bowl in the ghost lodge to feed the spirit. Each day the bowl is filled by the family. 

The family engages skilled craftspeople to make beautiful clothes. At the end of a year, when the family has accumulated enough clothing to honor the spirit, a day is chosen for its release. The Wicasa Itacan paints a likeness of the deceased and the portrait is attached to a pole about the height of the deceased. The family sits behind this pole and the special items are brought in . After a prayer with the pipe, the pole is dressed in the garments. The people feast. The family then gives gifts to the poor, need, and those that have helped the family. The Wicasa Itacan closes the ceremony by releasing the spirit so it can journey on the Spirit Road. 

The White Buffalo Ceremony is the most elaborate traditions of the Lakota funeral rituals. This ceremony is rarely done but is given to those that have a special honor in the tribe. It is done in conjunction with the Spirit Keeping Ceremony. White buffalos are very rare and considered a great sign. In the Ceremony of the White Buffalo for the dead, the family obtains the skin of a white buffalo and places it inside the ghost tipi. The ceremony begins with the consecration and prayer using the pipe and burnt sage. A small hole at the front of the buffalo head is filled with burnt earth and covered with a red cloth. Tufts of red goose down is placed at the four corners of the tipi symbolizing the living things on earth. A prayer of thanksgiving is given. At dawn the buffalo skin is taken out of the tipi and cut into three pieces. One piece is given to the purchaser of the skin and the other two to the leaders of the tribe for a headdress. These headdresses can only be worn in times of piece. 

Gill, Sam and Irene Sullivan, Dictionary of Native American Mythology. 

This I walk with,

New talking God I walk with,

These are his feet I walk with,

These are his limbs I walk with,

This is his body I walk with,

This is his mind I walk with,

This is his voice I walk with,

These are his twelve white plumes I walk with,

Beauty before me I walk with,

Beauty behind, above, all around me I walk with,

In old age, the trail of beauty I walk with,

It is I, I walk with.



Night Way sweat lodge chant.

No one knows where the Spirit World is. 
The ancient people said that it is beyond the pines. 
The pine trees are at the edge of the world, 
and beyond them is the path of the winds. 
The Spirit Way begins there at the edge of the world 
among the stars, and the winds will tell the spirits of people where to find it.

What is Life? 
It is the flash of a firefly in the night. 
It is the breath of a buffalo in the wintertime. 
It is the little shadow that runs across the grass 
and loses itself in the sunset.

Paul Goble 
Beyond The Ridge Plains: Indian Tradition, Bradbury Press, 1989

“Hey-a-a-hey

Hey-a-a-hey

Hey-a-a-hey

Hey-a-a-hey

Grandfather, Great Spirit, once more behold me on earth and lean to hear my feeble voice. You lived first, and you are older than all need, older than all prayer. All things belong to you---the two-leggeds, the four leggeds, the wings of the air and all the green things that live. You have set the powers of the four quarters to cross each other. The good road and the road of difficulties you have made to cross; and where they cross, the place is holy. Day in and day out, forever, you are the life of things.

Therefore I am sending a voice, Great Spirit, my Grandfather, forgetting nothing you have made, the stars of the universe and the grasses of the earth…”








Black Elk, from Black Elk Speaks
“Behold, a sacred voice is calling you;

All over the sky a sacred voice is calling.”





Black Elk

O you people, be you healed;

Life anew I bring unto you.

O you people, be you healed;

Life anew I bring unto you.

Through the Great Spirit over all do I this;

Life Anew unto you!




Traditional Lakota holy song

A human being is a part of the whole called by us "Universe," a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest-- a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening or circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.









Albert Einstein
The Origin of Healing Ceremonies (White Mountain Apache)


This is how ceremonies started among us for the healing of sick people. Long, long ago, the earth was made. Our people were living in the place of their origin. But this place could no longer sustain them. One day the Creator told the people that they needed to move to a new location. When they did, they slept well, and liked it, and lived in a good way.


Then two men among them became sick and grew weaker day by day. The people didn’t do anything for them because no one knew then about illnesses and how to cure them. The Creator said, “Why don’t you do something for those two men? Why don’t you pray over them?” But the people had no knowledge of healing ceremonies.

Four men among the people happened to be standing, one to the east, one to the south, one to the west, and one to the north. The Creator spoke to one of these men, telling him, “Everything on earth has power to cause its own kind of sickness, make its own trouble. There is a way to treat all these things.” Now this man understood that knowledge was available. And he believed in the Creator’s power to help them heal their sick brothers.

Then those four stood there. On the first night, the one standing on the east side began to chant a prayer all by himself. On the second night, the one on the south started to drum and sing lightning songs. On the third night, the one on the west chanted a prayer. On the fourth night, the one on the north began to drum and sing lightning songs. They did not conceive this pattern in their own minds; it was bestowed upon them by the Creator. It was as if the knowledge of what they should chant or sing had suddenly been transmitted to them from outside- through their own faith.


Then the Creator said to these four, “Why don’t you go to the two sick men and say some words over them and make them well?” So those four went to where the two sick men were and prayed over them, and they were healed. From that time on, we had healing ceremonies and knowledge of the different kinds of sickness that may be caused by various things. That’s the way all healing ceremonies started.

