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Introduction

We are by our very nature created cultural; and each culture in this light needs resources by which to thrive as collective expressions of God.  These are givens to our discussion.  From the outset, it is helpful to discuss a cross-cultural definition of culture.  The definition pays particular attention to historical memory and the realistic present.  In For Indigenous Eyes Only,
 and with the integration of the Chippewa-Cree experiential teachings, culture is defined as the communal values, practices, customs and deeply held beliefs that support community life in all its aspects --- economic, political, natural, and spiritual.  Culture is inextricably connected with historical memory, resilience, and what is material and sacred: creatures, land, water, air, stars.  It is elemental, spiritual, aligned with God’s providence, always relational between people.  Culture, dedicated to life, and beyond its own particularity, is the God-given blessing that we are diverse relatives.  Steeped in this rich expressiveness  “we are once again able to do all the things we have forgotten; we are able to walk on water; we speak to angels who call us; we move unfettered among the stars.”
  Culture is blessed because of its relation to the Holy --- tremendously mysterious, yet, relating with our collective imagination and always connected to creating bountiful life.
 Cultural energy between people and God can result in an interconnected, organic system that blesses, protects and creates amazing understandings along the road.

Culture is always dynamic and is not ever lost.  Although, sometimes, and with great damage, a people can operate in a cultural definition of communal customs and practices devoid of spiritual values, and thus, focused in upon itself.  Intentionally God-and-community centered, value laden, cultural development, however, is an incredibly strong force.  As a natural example consider the largest living and interconnected organism on the Western American plain, indeed, on the globe.  In historical memory, this area (surrounding Fish Lake) was a place of intense migration for nomadic Plains Indian tribes during the late summer and fall months.  It is quite naturally a powerful place.  What is this organism? It is the Aspen trees covering a multitude of mountainous acreage.  It is interconnected by one root system.  The root system connecting the Aspen has experienced natural disasters, during which time the root system continues with tremendous growth beneath the earth.  During times of greater natural nourishment, the growth bursts out above ground in the most magnificent yield of tall, quaking Aspen trees.  In the fall, a natural time to gather foods for the winter, this area is stunning in its yellows and oranges as the leaves change color and shake in the wind.  In essence, culture is very similar to this interconnected root system.

The primary motivation for this project paper is the cultural awakening presently stirring in many global communities, and especially in the smallest country in the world, Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.  In many ways, the cultural and cross-cultural elemental wisdom blossoming on the Reservation is vital for our life together in Creation and deserving of a tender visibility.  The thesis statement, or main point, of this project paper is that cultural Wisdom is always made available by the Holy in our journey home.  God chooses nations to bring forth wisdom, to be a light to the world,
 and the cultural wisdom of Rocky Boy Indian Reservation is such a light.  Not only has the culture nurtured tender ways to live with each other and the land rooted in the biblical directive to love one another, the Reservation has the tradition from its twin tribal roots – Cree and Chippewa – to welcome the people who come in relation.  Finally, and most importantly, the Elder culture within the culture is a cross-cultural wisdom that imperfectly, yet dramatically, provides a glimpse of salvific Wisdom.  In specific, Elder wisdom is present to this journey in two forms.  First, faith and action listens first to the wisdom of the Elders, who deeply listen to the seven generations of life in relation to the proposed movement, before communities make change or take a new direction.  Elders are chosen by the community as leaders who have grown old when everything in society works against growing old.  Among this group of elders, elders for the tribe are raised up because they have proven ability to face, and weather, challenges and difficulties;
 they have a deep dedication to the continuation of culture and spirituality; and they have remained present to the tribal culture and the world.  When approached for shared wisdom throughout their day, elders are mindful of what the person and the community in balance with creation most needs for encouragement, nourishment and learning in the spiritual-cultural life.  Second, Elder-honoring cultures, have an enormous community wisdom to share with American and Northern European cultures which includes, but goes way beyond, care and consideration of the elderly. In listening to this wisdom, there is necessarily a radical love for each generation from the unborn to those newly buried (seven generations).

Culture is dynamic and is always in relation to other cultures.  T’hohahoken expands the definition of culture to include cross-cultural dimensions of accountability when one culture meets another, “culture becomes what needs to be said.”
  In spiritual respect, cultures teach each other profound truths; and cultures that deviate from life’s path, the way of life, are called into account.  The horizon, where multiple cultures meet, has the potential to provide creative energy beyond itself and to create multi-dimentional vision.

Chapter I looks at historical memory and present moment as mutually shaping dynamics.  The past is not belabored, nor is it buried. It is remembered in the present moment.  Concepts of mission and reverse mission are explored in relation to this dual process of working through history.  Finally, the idea of co-mission is initially introduced.  How do we work across cultures in ministry together? 


Chapter II presents the Model of Accompaniment on the Emmaus Road as biblical foundation and profound metaphor for ministry in multi-cultural context.  The Triune God, Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer, our intimate Hope, accompanies us intimately in Jesus on the Emmaus Road -- our earthly journey of living life while facing death.  Godly accompaniment is the hermeneutical wisdom that allows us to walk side by side as we are invited to sit alone, experience cross-cultural invitation, face suffering together, and thus, enjoy the delight of the turnabout Emmaus journey – deepest sorrow turned to miraculous Life.  In looking at each of these principles of accompaniment, there will be an interplay between the principle discussion and cross-cultural art forms.


Chapter III lifts out spiritual-cultural wisdom from contextual interviews of unexpected elders, African American, Latin American and Northern European American elders, who have been drawn to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation (see appendix).  Cross-cultural implications are also drawn from experiencing the interview site. These patterns and themes are integrated in the work of this chapter as project implications, namely, cross-cultural health, education and resilience. 

The conclusion, titled: “The Culturally Useful Life,” summarizes the work of the project in relation to everyday faith-action steps and meaning, and with an eye to the central movement of God’s grace in this cross-cultural lifeway, this place where cultures gather, walk, dance and make meaning, both apart, and together.


The Appendices provide a delightful cross-section of materials directly relating to the ministry site, Our Savior’s Lutheran Church, Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.  Appendix I highlights conversations that matter with elders.  Who are these unexpected elders coming to the ministry site?  Their relationship to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation is constructed through conversational interviews which began with a primary set of questions.  These questions provide some ways to engage with people, especially elders, in natural, daily conversation about what is most important.  Each interview drew from this original set of questions and then followed the conversation with further questions specific to the Elder and their use of metaphor.  Delightful, in-depth summaries of the elder interviews are located herein.
  Appendix II is a personal journal of the author.  The journaling process demonstrates that the active and engaged learning process for participants at the ministry site.
  The journal intentionally integrates the author’s learning from the ministry site with a personal view that is interested in more than its own culture, yet, integrates cross-cultural gleanings from the value of its own culture and the cultures it is meeting.  In essence, the appendices are dedicated to future travelers to the Rocky Boy Indian Reservation and similar education journeys. 

God bless our travel apart and together.

Chapter I --- Historical Memory and Present Moment

Memory is a complex reality.  Memory is at once individual, unique to a culture, and between cultures.
  Often the circles of memory within intact cultures do not even intersect.  Sometimes they do.   What is proving common to many cross-cultural bridging experiences is engagement with wider circles of constructed history, namely, historical memory.

American, Northern European, academic influence on systems since the ‘Enlightenment,’ necessitates a construction of objective, factual dates and events, a linear walk through an historical timeline documented through written publications.  Serious disagreements begin to arise when this process is challenged.  Often is it stated that the ‘winners write history’ even if the winning has been reached through genocidal action toward humanity, toward women and children and toward the earth.  In contrast to this view, a rare interview with a renowned Native American writer and artist, titled “Memory and Promise”:

    [Leslie Marmon] Silko [from Laguna Pueblo, Plains Indian, German, English and   

    Mexican lineage] knows the sting of injustice and the power of knowledge.

    Elders shared with her the long history of atrocities… ‘I learned from the really old 

    folks, especially old women, who remembered way back in time and had

    a much clearer memory of terrible things that happened.  They knew that the 

    people had suffered and that they were never defeated and never gave up and that 

    they had resisted the US Government…One of the things about oral tradition and 

    collective memory is that it goes way back, farther than western Europeans would  

    like to admit.  They want the written word to be superior for political and legal 

    reasons.…’ On the other hand, Silko is not one bit worried…‘Collective memory 

    and community come together to keep stories alive…Contrary to anthropologists’ 

    predictions oral customs are clearly alive and well.’

Historical memory is recounted through mediums of prosaic writing, teaching stories, humor, art, music, dance, ritual and poetry.  The oppressions, sorrows and traumas are lifted up as well as the ways in which God walks with people under the cross to resurrection.  Historical memory intentionally travels across generations and in rituals and gatherings.  In Indian Pow-Wows, people gather from every nation and continent; there is celebration, focus on who has gathered in the present moment, and, yet always, room is made to honor historical memory within the celebration.  It does not take long to recall what has occurred within the American indigenous community and to name it in the context of what is happening in the present moment.  In the words of the Jaune Quick-To-See Smith: 

    …US history in plain English:

    Indian people were murdered, exterminated and left to starve

    Pushed out of their homes

    Pushed off their homelands

    Marched at gunpoint for thousands of miles

    Given the world’s first germ warfare

    Given new land in exchange for lost land and lives, which changed into small 

      allotments so that the rest of the land could be opened to white homesteaders

    Given an Indian ID number or Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood with quantum 

      of blood listed

    Separated our children from their parents by turning them over to Christian 

      churches

    Forbade our people to speak traditional languages or practice traditional religions

    Sent hundreds away from homelands and dumped them in large cities on relocation 

      plans to separate them from their communities 

    Sterilized women and sent children to welfare homes

    Why is it so hard for our country to recite that?

 All of the above atrocities were accomplished through ‘civilizing christian missions’ wed with political-economic western expansion.  “For centuries, ‘being civilized’ and ‘becoming Christian’ has been inseparably twinned.”
  In the messiest of circumstances, naming the litany that is historical memory and greeting the present embodiment of culture, is a true, genuine beginning for engagement in and with the present moment.

Historical Memory and Cross-cultural Immersion Experiences
Since the 1960s, cross-cultural travel immersion experiences have been a critical part of Euro-American educational experience. In this exchange, new cross-cultural and multi-faceted historical memories have blossomed.  American political and religious motivations to construct educational cross-cultural experiences multiplied in the face of U.S. military involvement in Latin America and the American women’s and civil rights movements.  Involvement in one context gave birth to education in a multiplicity of contexts, including Native American reservations within the United States.  In the last few decades, seminaries and academic institutions encourage that students learn in a cross-cultural, multi-lingual, oral-tradition or popular setting, and usually, with inter-faith content.  Now, many practicum, internship and learning programs emphasize study outside of America.  Institutional agendas, like the goals of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America in its recent global mission document, increase funding allocations, and scholarship programs, for such contextual study.  South-South and Asian contexts, have traditionally sent students to America for the purpose of eventual academic and technological advancement within countries of origin.  Now, these same countries are emphasizing their own educational institutions as an alternative to the Euro-American emphasis.  Cross-cultural programs, like the Lutheran World Federation Geneva J-term study, are restructuring their educational curricula and recruitment to include Asian and South-South representation into programs that had typically been Euro-American student education.
  While travel, nomadic lifestyles, and adaptation to various cultures, is timeless, what is new is the political, religious and economic imperative to increase awareness about our cross-cultural realities and the attendant economic and spiritual interdependence between cultures.  In this setting, God’s urgent call to care for all of creation is paramount.

It is true that people can go on an educational immersion, and return, and much of their life remain the same.  What cannot happen, however, is the erasure of historical memory, once it is witnessed.  The time spent in another culture visually and socially insists that there is more to the world than familiar perspectives and landscape.  Decisions and actions change given the new interpersonal, global backdrop in every day situations.  The memory remains and keeps connecting and adding to this experience: new relationships, information and awareness.
  In addition, what is real has been engaged, if only in a beginning way, rather than a lived objectifying distance that necessarily fosters romanticization, victimization, and fundamental misunderstandings.

Immersion Education Context in Native American Circles

Invitation to walk within a reservation, necessarily means acknowledging the historical memory of the land.  Historically speaking, the advent of the nineteenth to twentieth century emphasis on ‘christianizing souls,’ resulted in a pathway across the lands which was filled with torture and genocide to the Indians who preferred their spiritual and traditional ways.  The pioneering experience across the continent was intent upon subduing and ordering the land, the animals and the indigenous people.  As Timothy Yates succinctly states:

    North American Christianity had deep roots in New England Puritanism.  These

    hardy pioneers developed an understanding of their presence in the New World in 

    terms of God’s ‘manifest destiny’.  Their ‘errand in the wilderness’ was also a 

    divine calling to subdue it and civilize it.  From being small communities of the 

    godly, often set down in a vast sea of forest, where hostile indigenous Indians were  

    a threat to life and to their embryonic Christian societies, under the sovereignty of

    God their destiny was to build, extend and expand into this untamed environment 

    and reduce it for Christ and civilization.

Tribal culture, and nature itself, was demonized in the ‘western expansion’.
  The battle cry? ‘tame the savage’.  Euro-American economic migrants and criminals came to America for refuge from economic, political and religious genocide and injustice, for a fresh start, only to perpetrate these same names, inequities and practices upon tribal cultures.

‘Christianizing’ the globe proved simultaneously grandiose and short-sighted.  It fundamentally ignored the nature of Creator and creation, instead focusing on a Jesus who could ‘civilize the savage’.  Thankfully, as the cross-cultural encounter increased, missionary societies and the sending of zealous missionaries became secondary to the intensity of indigenous church planting and growth.  Indigenous congregations were expected to be ‘self-supporting, self-governing, self-propagating’
 at the same time that fiscal donations continued to reflect a Euro-American agenda.  The mission concept of connecting with culture only to transform and replace culture with itself, or a more ‘civilized form’, yielded to an understanding of solidarity with indigenous people in which foreign missionaries adapted to, respected, stood in solidarity with indigenous cultural priorities and later encouraged indigenous leadership to replace itself.  Whatever the motivations, by the second half of the twentieth century to the present, the structural emphasis shifted to called, indigenous leaders,
 perhaps educated in the indigenous leader’s own context, working in solidarity with the indigenous congregation and religious networks to create sustainable, contextual, worshipping communities.

Reverse Mission and Its Relation to Indigenous Context
It is into this cultural mix that Claude Marie Barbour, a foreign missionary herself, revisited the notion of mission.  ‘Mission in Reverse’,
 she theorized, could mean standing on one’s own soil cultivating Christian service in local context.  Thus, she has encouraged seminarians and religious leaders, over two decades, to look at their own context.  In this new paradigm, the traditional mission process is reversed.  People in mission are not sent to foreign soil.  They reflect on their own soil.  “…the  ‘haves’ are educated by the ‘have nots’.”
  Missioning at home means a deep listening to what is collectively being lived and said.  Service is interwoven with local cultural priorities.  In relation, people are present to each other, and to their common situation, and gather around that which they are most passionate about.  Everyone gathered has something to teach and learn.  All that is needed for change is already in the group that gathers.  With God present, nothing is needed from ‘outside’.  In this context, mission means authentic encounter and changed lifestyles especially in regard to economic relationships with vulnerable people beset by oppressive, unjust structures. 
Barbour’s work has been undertaken by new seminarians engaged in co-mission.  In Beyond the White Noise, co-mission is defined as the process of learning how to cross cultural and socioeconomic borders with integrity
 attempting to share simultaneous histories and being in the present we co-create with God.  Co-Mission, is standing in the present, knowing the past and constructing a cross-cultural future.
  In co-missioning, living in commonality and difference are a given.  Emergent cultural differences about how commonality and difference are viewed given societal structures are givens.   What is not given, is what we will do together about it in service.  There is an urgent call to “be in this world as healers, as listeners, and as servants.”
  In the poetic words of the poet, Jose Marti, “to think is to serve.”

When cultures meet at the crossroads of integrity, there is necessarily the ‘experience of decentering’ our individual and communal cultural constructs of the world.  This actively peace-intending process, while chaotic, may be in fact the safest place for what is most Godly between us.
  In the words of Paul Chandler:

    You learn when you’re unlearning.  Revelation comes in gulps that leave you 

    gasping, but sometimes it seems to come in the slow accumulation of small insights 

    that you hardly know have happened, in chance encounters and odd surprises, in 

    little glimpses of what you did not go to see and did not know was there.

We are present to listen and to accent a journey that is beyond us all, and centered only in God, Creator-Redeemer-Spirit, in what is seen and what is unseen.


Chapter II --- Model of Accompaniment


The historical memory of intentional and chance cross-cultural moments have been frought with suspicion, spiritual and cultural ‘wrestling,’ role rigidification as ‘easy pickin’ donors and those ‘poor’ in need of service.  However, what has been most wondrous have been the surprises as people come together.  The surprise of mutual respect and interest, understanding, transformations, re-alignment with God, care with our neighbor.  The individuals and communities relating over time are often finding themselves on an amazing road together: the journey of accompaniment. 

The definition of Accompaniment?

    Accompaniment easily translates into the active verb, accompany, and describes the 

    liveliness of relationships in mission: as a missionary God, God accompanies us in 

    Jesus Christ; we accompany God’s mission in a certain place, among certain 

    peoples: a companion church accompanies us in God’s mission…; we accompany 

    people of diverse faiths, developing relationships that form the basis of mutual 

    witness and for walking together in common cause of justice and service to 

    humanity.

God, in Jesus Christ, Triune presence formed on earth, our intimate Hope, accompanies our earthly journey of living life while facing death.  Godly accompaniment is the hermeneutical wisdom that allows us to walk side by side as: 1) we are invited to sit alone; 2) we are invited into relation; 3) we are gifted to experience the passionate, unfolding reign of God; and 4) we are turned around to continue the journey home into eschatological fullness.


These four fundamental accompaniment principles are markers for the road.  In the following section, there will be a bridging between accompaniment principles and cross-cultural art forms.  Art, music, poetry and writing are joyful, beautiful and mutual ways ‘to cross borders with integrity’.  The presentation and discussion of art forms excludes the plethora of over-used, if still beautiful, paintings of the Romanesque, Baroque, Renaissance and early American periods.  With few exceptions, artistic renderings will be outside this myopic view and intentionally highlighting contemporary and cross-cultural views of the Emmaus Road.

Sitting With Ourselves

The culturally relevant life begins with sitting with our own person after we have been formed in communities.  It is in the sitting and the silence that we begin to see who we are, where we are, what is present, what is absent, why we were brought to this place and what God intends us to learn.  At Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, this is a gift given by the community.  Sitting, writing, thinking, praying into open sky, and being alone with God within nature; all of it is held here by the tribal communities.  Each person comes to know there is enormous area in the smallest, constricted, defended and prayed over places.  It is not long in the sitting, in the silence, before there is clarity: there is the sitting at the roadside and the walking.  In the eighteenth century poetic words of Antonio Machados:

    Wanderer/Traveler, the way is your footsteps, nothing else.

    Wanderer (making your way slowly), the way is made by the walking; 

       walking you make the way.

    And how can you go back?

    When your feet have touched the ocean foam?

    Traveler, (making your way slowly),

    the path on the wakes cannot be trod again;

    the way is your footsteps, nothing else.

In the walking, what God is saying to us at each moment needs our attentive senses, however imperfect, our be-ing, and our awareness of all that God has created with God’s hand.  Often words and business activities obfuscate divine-human intimacies along the road.  Learning to use words with the greatest of care and tenderness and only when necessary is a vital part of the daily teaching on the Reservation.  Culture, in this context, is not an arrival, a construct, or something that can be identified in a scientific way.  It is an organic interplay between people; God-given energy between us, not owned by anyone.  It is always unfolding and infused with great mystery and Godly intention.  

Traditional cultures have rituals that support this walk.  The walk can be taken alone, or with one other soul-friend.
  One of the vibrant, emergent patterns from sitting alone is the essential need for a holy rhythm and pace to our daily walking which highlights God-given presence, companionship, conversation, natural wisdoms, communal meals, balance, and vast silences.  This mysterious and tremendous Holy ground births music-dance-art-writing-prayers-worship-star-gazing, a few tender words, listening for what is not said, and care for the earth as related to us, part of our essence.  We come from the earth and to the earth we return.

This reflective process realigns.  It is here that we learn to pay attention, and respect, regarding “what is and what is not possible”
 in the context of our cultural place in history.  Realignment heals a lack of balance, the practices of pulling, pushing and grasping for collective resources like money, time and land.  The Chippewa-Cree cultures, and those willing to come and see, learn to take time.  Harmonizing creation, timing, ritual and celebration takes enormous communal sensitivity and elder wisdom.  Nothing is pushed or rushed.  The weather; how people are doing; care with the material resources used for life; what really needs to happen in the moment; are welcomed into the slow circles of prayer, decision and movement.  Prayer is a natural part of the rhythm of each day beginning with sunrise and progressing throughout the day and night. There is a great respect for paying attention to the rhythm of life within and around.  “It happens when it happens.”
  Respect for time dovetails with respect with words.  Learning alone is important.  Compulsive behavior like material hoarding, rushing, attachment to a certain plan, creating alliances around such behavior, dissipate quickly in this rich realignment of life.  

Ironically, this Holy aloneness means paying attention to traces of God’s relational activity in the world.  “God’s work in history leaves global footprints…”
  In our sitting alone,
 supported by all that is humanly communal, we glimpse more and more of the coming Kin-dom.
  Being in mission, means a continual attentiveness to “the global context of God’s mission with respect for all other expressions...”
  In order to live into the interconnected strength of mutual respect, there is a fundamental place of being held in one’s aloneness by what is most Holy.


Sitting Alone --- Art Discussion
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This painting is from a Roman Catholic Claretian Missionary website which retells the Emmaus story on-line.
  The Claretian Missionaries emphasize the biblical imperative from Mexican and Latin American perspectives: “My Spirit is for the whole world.”  This bountiful statement by the Claretians illuminates a consideration for the whole world.  Spiritual health emphasizes a whole world and leaves behind the brutal ideology of saving the world for God through any means necessary.  Faithful living is antithetical to violent destruction of creation, of which humanity is a part.


The painting itself depicts a road in which heaven (blue sky) blesses the road below.  Trees (harmony with nature) outline the path.  The path forward is known only to a certain point and then enters the unknown (mystery).  We, the viewers, are on the road together looking into the painting as though we are on the road.  In essence, we stand alone, together, before the road.
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This jacket, from a popular group in Denmark, is similar to the Claretian missionary front web-page art
 because it emphasizes the realism of our knowing only the short road before us --- the present moment.  However, this piece depicts a bend in the road that leads into the unknown (mystery).  In the foreground, a small rocky mound lies to our left, while up ahead a very misty mountain exists (God’s mystery).  Again, we enter this art together as viewers who are actively walking the road; a road that can only become known in the walking.  It is likely that the road ahead may hold greater obstacles than this moment of intentional silence and entrance or the place of reaching God’s holy mountain in the distance.


Daniel Van Gerpen, a South Dakotan American, paints the “Road to Emmaus” with deep resonance for nature.  In his painting, the figures are almost like trees on the landscape.  The figures are more a part of heaven (blue sky) although their feet, or roots, are fairly grounded in the earth.  The central figure walks the earthy middle of the road (God, Jesus Christ) as the two disciples walk along the greener sides.  Does this painting intend to say that only Jesus walks the divine-and-human road?  Indeed, does God in Jesus Christ always go beyond the beyond for us through unimaginable and collective suffering into resurrection?
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Van Gerpen’s emphasis with nature is as profound as his emphasis on walking the roads of God’s creation with deep silences.

    As the wind blows a tune through the trees one can feel the motion of life trying to   

    infiltrate everything about it…Old buildings take on new character as they age and 

    begin to tell stories; begin to tell histories that are intriguing and unique.  The voice  

    of nature can whisper or shout, but it can always be heard if one is willing to listen 

    to the sound. Take the time to wait for the beat of nature and the reward will be 

    incomparable.

Nature, gift of God, is seen as profound interaction between the simple lines of nature

and a straightforward, simple road.  In the second Van Gerpen painting, notice the

movement from a harmonious landscape to the profound in-breaking of God’s active 

wisdom depicted in the misty, vibrant dawn.
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The view includes us, humankind, in different places along the road working our way toward a horizon that has a hint of Emmaus story, and mysterious second Advent wisdom (see the red airbrush at the bottom of the painting which matches the grander red tones of the sun image).  In this depiction, God as Christ, almost holds back to enjoy the disciples’ view of wisdom and mystery from different angles.  In this action God and humankind are to the sides of the road (green), in new understanding and position.  As viewers of the painting we lag behind the story aware of God’s intimate present and future with us --- moving ahead of us in the present moment.
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In contrast with Van Gerpen’s view, Walter Habdank (1930-2001) of Germany, and influenced by two ‘World’ Wars and Germanic historical moments, depicts an Emmaus Road in which God’s creation is vast.  The human being is rather frail compared with God’s creation, and yet, still a small part of it.  The road is complex, over-run and unclear.  The only part of the road that is apparent is where the disciples have just been (depicted by a small, black, and almost footprint, pattern).  Jesus, God’s message of Wisdom to the world, mirrors a circle of light reflected in a wider, magnificent circle of light shining upon us from above.  

    Walter Habdank inspires his ‘picture viewers,’ as he often said, to accept the whole 

    of creation, to encounter themselves and their own sensibilities critically and 

    without pretense.  This perspective is one of affection and comfort and directs one 

    beyond oneself and one’s own life.


In this painting of the Emmaus road, the affection, warmth and comfort truly comes from God alone.  Jesus as Christ inspires this warmth on the road (halo of light) although one gets a sense that this is most completely and overwhelmingly located in a Triune God and a horizon future (light of tomorrow is in same scale as the Creation on earth).  Creation is also comforting as in scale it takes us back to the Creator’s hand.  The viewer of the painting is granted this large view: believe in the amazing dawn, amazing light, amazing wisdom and love of a Triune God.  Our future, as disciples is located in this absolute warmth and creation tomorrow, although we get a hint of it today in this biblical story of the road to Emmaus.

Invitation

After a time, upon careful tribal consideration, a person may slowly be invited into an incredibly alive and relational circle.  This involves an internal confession of sorts.  Already, we know in general we are sinners and saints.  Yet, to wrestle with the demons of acquisition, entitlement, undue privilege, and greed within one’s own self and one’s own ancestry is to meet this theology in the particular.  Being with ourselves, facing the stream of memory and present life, we come to wait on God’s invitation through people of many cultures.  In slowing down, in attentiveness, and in giving up of vying for material position, in letting go the persistent ego, the rhythm and heart beat of invitation become pronounced.  This dual heart beat whispers: listen to where you are invited and where you are not invited.  Given historical memory, this ground of invitation is absolutely essential to further authentic, genuine relationship, and any hope for mutual ground.  Hadewijch of Antwerp, a Christian mystic, understood this place as the geography by which we learn to love humanity, and thus, we come to reach God.
  


In solitude, there is sudden social awareness of the Chippewa and Cree and their teaching and tenderness across generations; a cultivated and deeply abiding respect for the earth and for each generation -- Life.  The glitzy, material global culture is suddenly opaque.  The worshipping of youth only, and a youth whose foundation necessarily disrespects the other elements and ages, of the present life circle, pales in comparison.  In contrast, the calling out of names beyond blood lines, and by virtue of presence, at Rocky Boy, and with such deep love: grandmother, grandfather, grandson, granddaughter, auntie, uncle, mother, father, sister, brother, daughter, and son.


This tenderness is so vital to our living in the midst of God’s beautiful and interdependent creation.  Just bringing such tenderness to the lips, to voice, changes the way we relate to each other.  For example, one is Aunt to all the children present.  Forgetting this tenderness, is peril, is sin.  Surely, we all fall into the separation from each other, our common folly, the sin of separating from what gives life and relation --- separation from God.  Yet, by turning to God, to relation, we find the vibrancy of many valued circles of cross-generational life.  In the presence of such life, Euro-American people cannot help but give up digging up the dead for science or museum artifacts, or touring culture as an adventure, and instead, our focus sees wisdom in being present with Creation and the current seven generations.  The seven generations expand with this gaze.  To look at a young person is to know that someday they will be an elder looking out for young people and the youngest generation’s grandchildren to seven generations beyond this seventh generation.  This is transformative within one’s own village or neighborhood.  Relating with neighbors, family, friends, and all the people one meets in the day, means to be with them in the tender view of relation over seven generations times seven.  We are born with this command, this purpose, “Love one another.  Take care of each other.”
  On this earth, we practice this so imperfectly, yet even with imperfections, this intentional cross-generational dance, this invitation to love, has visible beauty.  Held in the hand of God, this beauty becomes ultimate beauty.


Art Discussion --- Invitation

This first art piece is a contemporary American artist’s sculpture for a college campus.  It is delightful in that it uses the dress of the contextual biblical geography and times.  The coverings not only surround the whole body, as was the custom, but cover the face.  This is the walk of faith, of trust, to invite and to accept invitation.  Reaching out into the unknown, the unseen, trusting in deepest despair and isolation that God is present, is the heart of the Emmaus road.  Intended for a college campus, it is a reminder to everyone, and perhaps especially to people aspiring to ‘higher’ education, that we are always God’s students.  
[image: image6.wmf] 


 To reach out with energetic and groping hands is to suggest that so often we are truly without sight, and must trust God’s being in front of us, reaching to assist our vulnerable hands, our senses, toward what is truly important. [image: image7.jpg]




In contrast, John Dunne, renowned Irish artist, shows the two disciples making a conscious decision to wait for God to catch up with them.  John Dunne of Ireland spends months living in the areas he paints.  As a result, the desert feel of the 

is palpable.  The road has the watery feel of desert river or mirage.  
  Irish cultural awareness and imagination would immediately link this image with edifices like Newgrange.
  Newgrange, a stone passageway, took four generations to build.  The generations who began building Newgrange did not see the finish.   Stones were brought from outside of the locality by sailing with a stone in a small, handmade boat and then moving the stones along wooden logs.  Steeped in the mystery of God as Creator, this edifice honored the light of Easter that continues to shine through the middle of the building to the large stone basin.  The carved stones at the entrance of the building display labyrinth and circular patterns.  The shadow and light on the stone road in the painting has the feel of God as Creator cradling humanity in the stone and in the land, and at the same time in this painting, issuing in the most profound Triune everyday intimacy, Jesus Christ, upon whom the disciples intentionally, and unconsciously, await.


Daniel Bonnell’s artistic rendering is also cradled in the dawn of Creation symbolized behind the disciples.  The vulnerability of the disciples is evidenced in the fetal position of the arms and hands close to their chests.  
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Should they trust that they can meet this Wisdom in their already vulnerable state?  Jesus appears larger than life.  Interestingly, he is clothed in stone colors and positioned as a large stone waiting rather imposingly for the disciples in Bonnell’s painting.  The disciples really cannot escape God’s majesty.  There is no choice but to see God before them. [image: image9.jpg]



East Indian artist, Jyoti Sohi, depicts an intimate and circular conversation. The men are close to Jesus and touching each other in conversation.  The stones surround their conversation with circular energy of Creation, symbolic of sun, moon, stone, and tree root.  The tree to the left is taking root in the midst of stones; and the supportive stone is symbolic of egg form perhaps symbolizing a new beginning.  Emmaus is in the distance, dinner awaits, and yet they are in deep conversation.


Solomon Raj, East Indian, paints an entire biblical story with his brushstrokes.  Notice though, the artist’s paintbrush comes vertically from the top right corner.  Heaven is directing this story.  The greatest movement now happens in the sky (transcendence).  One angel is descending with a young Jesus from heaven’s clouds to the earth.  
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  In Raj’s interpretation, Jesus talks with the Emmaus disciples depicted as a woman and a man on the right, he lifts the hand of the man toward heaven symbolic of heavenly conversation even as the man and the woman cleave together.  The man’s arm and part of his hand turn white from this intimacy.  The left duo depict a closeness which happened with Jesus on the cross.  They are already on the other side and embraced close to Jesus’ side.  The cross is beneath Jesus’ feet.  The cross is lifting from the ground in tile form symbolizing the cross going heavenward.  Satan has lost and is chained and buried beneath the cross.  Another angel is trumpeting the victory of heaven which has inter-faith implications.  All of this is happening in swift Holy circular movement providing dramatic happy ending and heavenly invitation that the world will ever know.

God’s Reign Begins


The Creator formed creation with a pure “interdependence and mutuality.”
  Humanity, in discovering ways to separate from this radical egalitarianism inherent within creation, brings unnecessary and unjust suffering to bear on this earth.  God then chose to face and bear all of the worst of it, the entire realm of unnecessary suffering and to arise from this humble geographic place in tremendous, ultimate power and glory.  God did this for all of us.  God’s reign begins at the moment unnecessary suffering can no longer ultimately reign.  What is this suffering?

    … our society continues [to sin] to alienate, abandon, and exclude the poor [the 

    lost] --- because, face to face with the poor, [the lost] one is forced to confront our   

    intrinsically relational reality.  What [our] concrete flesh-and-blood bodies reveal  

    about God and about all of us is ---- that we are constitutively related to each other 

    and, therefore, responsible to and for each other --- [this] is so threatening that 

    those bodies must be isolated, hidden from view in barrios, ghettoes, reservations, 

    hospitals, etc.

On earth, those who unnecessarily suffer most, despite all justifications to the contrary, are those that society labels as “least”: those who would suffer the most in holding the inequities of life.  If biblical writings are to be believed, God has a way of making Godly presence known by reversing what the world sees as “the least” and claiming that part of God’s creation as most valuable.  God’s Wisdom, illumines a journey together where we walk for moments at a time with com-passion and mercy “one another in our weaknesses, struggles and mission.”
  We are all relatives in creation by virtue of God’s umbilical cord which extends throughout the travails of creation. [image: image11.jpg]




We are relatives of all that lives on the planet because the first humans are formed of earth-and-bone (panel six).   Creation is primary and elemental.

    God is on a mission to create and sustain life.  The early biblical testimony in 

    Genesis pictures the wind of God blowing back the watery [depths] and creating all 

    life.  When God breathes into earthen clay, the human creature comes to life.  

    When God speaks, all creation is called into being and called good.  God 

    accompanies the creation by being present and in relationship with it, even when it 

    is marred by sin and rebellion…God continues to accompany, renew and liberate 

    creation that groans in its bondage to decay…God is on an incarnational mission 

    to heal, restore, redeem, and liberate life.

Thus, we are created by Tenderness and accompanied by Tender Wisdom.  We are called to tend to the “stewardship of [God’s] resources”
 in the unity of Christian and human community; and in the face of all injustice and avarice with an eye toward the Second Coming.  This service between us is God’s circle of light.  It is a reminder to us of the Great Circle of Light.  It is in moments of genuine, free and egalitarian Christ-like service to each other, to the human community, and to creation that we most closely follow Jesus as little Christs.

God’s Reign Begins --- Art Discussion


William Wolff, influenced by the cross-cultural life in the San Francisco Bay area (USA), paints a portrait of two African American men as the Emmaus disciples.  The disciple on the left is lifting closed eyes heavenward: a reminder of the hymn or community saying that when things appear to bear down, simply look up.  The disciple on the right is weary, harboring dark circles under his closed eyes, and bowed down.  [image: image12.jpg]



 The men are one as disciples wearing the same loose, cotton clothing. Their prayerful, tired eyes and bodies are about to be completely showered by God’s grace.  The bounty of grace is symbolized by heaven’s blessing broken open in circles of light and deconstructed crosses.


This painting is a statement about the road of  earthly suffering to heaven-sent resurrection.  Jesus invites us to walk beneath the cross.  Under the cross, the road is the locus theologica, disciple geography, the place of theology.  The face of injustice can change, but this ground of being a disciple does not.  Under the cross, humility remains constant in the moments of coming together as one beneath wet, Grace-blessing.  Disciples beneath the cross know the reality of Resurrection because they face the reality of worldly death.

     To love God [Life] is to love this particular person, Jesus of Nazareth; God can no  

     more be loved in the abstract than human beings can.  To love Jesus of Nazareth is 

     to physically walk with him on the way to Calvary, or to kiss his feet nailed to the  

     cross; Jesus can no more be accompanied in the abstract than human beings can.

Wolff depicts a road of discipleship that has the energy to persist in the face of the worst suffering imaginable.  This Emmaus Road is being blessed by being under the Cross with its immediate shower of Resurrection Wisdom circles of light.
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  In a Germanic art style made popular during the politics of World War I, Karl Schmidt-Rottluff uses black and white woodcut to illustrate the Emmaus road.  The German audience would place this woodcut in the woodcut tradition, inspired by Kathe Kollwitz, another German artist of the period.  Her work carves out woodcut images on the road similar to this titled: “Death with God” and “Death” (God sitting along the road).  In this depiction the shadows of the disciples give the road the image of being held in the palm of God’s hand (white palm with shadows of the disciples depicting God’s fingers).  On the left, an African disciple, on the right, an elder using a cane, are the two disciples.  In the middle, a scholarly looking Jesus talking with his hands.  The sun is rising behind the men and seems to extend its light to Jesus.  Jesus’ halo light shines to his right and his left blessing the disciples; and upward in unknown proportion.


In the late 1960s, Eric de Saussure, a French artist, painted: The Emmaus Wanderers.  Nature is present but clearly small scale next to the Golden City toward which the disciples hike.  Yet, the path, while well-marked, is treacherous.  The wanderers travel together.  They represent disciples who are of African descent (right) and an unknown descent (left).  There is little room for misstep.  On either side of the road are dramatic cliffs.  Jesus’ hair matches the Kingdom colors ahead, yet his stature is also small scale, in relation to the end goal of unity with the Kingdom of the Triune God.
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God’s Turn-About Journey Home

The context of journey removes us from the familiar to the unknown, a more egalitarian context.  It is significant, and particular to the Emmaus story, that recognition is kept away by God in order for “communio between” to happen.  The moment of travel invitation is a genuine offering of kinship related to what God is doing among us (a table for three)
 --- the world.

The author of Luke-Acts is intentional about this egalitarian metaphor.  The author “features the theme of ‘learning on the road,’ ‘learning as one goes on the way,’
 in both the Emmaus episode and throughout the gospel” with an accent that departs from the other Gospel authors.  

    Jesus is born ‘on the road,’ and much of [the author of Luke-Acts] unique material 

    (‘L’) features roads, such as the stories of the Good Samaritan and the Forgiving 

    Father.  One of Jesus’ final acts in the gospel is to meet with two of his disciples on 

    the road to Emmaus…Jesus refers to himself as the ‘messiah (or christ or 

    ‘annointed one’) who had to suffer’ while he is speaking to his disciples on the  

    road to Emmaus…[for the author of Luke-Acts] the hodos – way – becomes a 

    special designation for Jesus’ salvific mission.

Journey accompaniment on a salvific road means being one with at least a few God-given companions on the road, in the particular moments: stepping into the unknown with companions which will synergistically shape new understandings.
  It is about being open to the ‘thin place’ where heaven and earth meet:

    …every day of one’s life and all that happened along the way, planned or     

    unexpected, are segments of a heaven-ward [journey], so long as the guiding 

    principle was to live the gospel and to discover Christ in those whom one 

    encounters… it is a mode of listening, an attitude that motivates choices, a 

    discipline of being…a labyrinth of unplanned interruptions.

It is also about being present over time for “a road does not just appear.  It is the fruit of long years of trial and error.  It is the supreme collective endeavor…”
  “Life created and sustained by God is life in relationship.”
  Every part of our created, collective human existence includes an interdependent dynamic dna that naturally inclines toward ultimate Water and Light and the stuff within each other that is formed of God’s hand and true to God’s hand.  In loving all relation, life itself, we come to love God; in loving God, we cannot help but love the fullness of multi-form life.   Paying attention to the road, the road’s companions and the unfolding of events is to see “traces of God.”


Usually, a traveling companion is chosen based on kinship, engagement, and enrichment --- one or two companions who accent the journey in positive and constructive ways.  Indigenous wisdom asks that room be made on the journey for those that are intended to be there, regardless of similarities or differences, roles, societal constructs, or cultural patterns and progressions.  There is the enrichment of: welcome into an intimate, diverse conversation; mutual recognition of companions who travel a suffering road and who are present; hospitality around an appreciated meal; and shared resurrection hope for all people.  An Emmaus journey is begun by disciples after facing the worst the world has to offer.  In addition, every practical use of the word accompaniment, simply and fantastically, implies radical inclusivity, an enriching human accent, to the main Divine-Human event.


Turnabout journeys are about going back into the heart of it with new courage and wisdom to ever-extending circles of life.  “The word of God that brought creation into being is the same word that became embodied in Jesus.”
  It is the word of God that is shared in community still.  God’s presence on the road, and tremendous love and tender mercies for every part of creation assures us that “humans have a meaningful place in a meaningful world” 
 and that “something Good will come of all this.” 
  For is there anything more treacherous and delicate than the Emmaus road, going away from the very place we are intended to be?  Is there anything more precarious than coming that close to missing the point of the greatest Sacrifice? And yet, is there anything more certain? – than that Jesus will search us out, attend our journey, turn us around and enlighten us with the encouragement that we in turn are intended to give in God’s name.

God’s Turn-About Journey Home --- Art Discussion


God’s love for the diversity of creation is tenderly made known in the story of Emmaus: accompaniment, teaching and Hope in the context of multiple cultural views.  The art selected for this discussion will lift out themes of God’s love for devalued diversity: the intentional accompaniment with the least, the new, the unknown disciples that turns society’s organization upside-down and all-around.


In 1618, the Portuguese artist, Diego Rodriguez de Silva y Velazquez, illustrates God’s egalitarian love in “Kitchen Scene Supper at Emmaus.”  In this painting, the focal point is on the servant girl who is serving Jesus at table.  Echoing the “I Am” the one who serves,
 this young serving girl is likely a slave.  Her ear inclines toward the conversation in the next room.  Jesus and one known [image: image15.jpg]




disciple are framed to the upper left.  Other disciples are out of sight.  The focus though, is on the one who serves.  She is the larger figure in shadow and light.  The conversation at her customer’s table is about to change her universe.  The least are about to be first.


In the next painting, Nalini Jayasuriya, paints a circle of disciples in an [image: image16.jpg]



 ancient setting at Emmaus.  There is a female form at center, anointing Jesus’ head with light.  Is this the female disciple who anointed Jesus’ feet prior: “and it will be told in memory of her!”?  Or is it Mary, Mother of God? Or is it God in female form anointing Jesus?  The symbol behind the one who annoints is a brushstroke reminiscent of a rainbow: God’s promise.


The next painting is of the Emmaus road in contemporary context.  Economic suffering at the crossroads is attended by Jesus in this circle of fellowship under the bridge.  [image: image17.jpg]



 The disciples are nomadic, low-income, representatives of the “least” in society. In circle, Jesus’ teaching is symbolized by evangelical fire illuminating the figures, faces and passionate conversation.
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Context is contemporary and earthy in the next painting as well.  An artist from the Philippines paints a robust scene at Emmaus, where Jesus as female, is recognized by the disciples.  In addition, the African-Portuguese figures illustrate God’s love for those with mixes of lineage.  There is great delight and robust laughter as the disciples recognize God’s turnabout Wisdom.


The Swiss artist, Corinne Fonaesch, paints with similar insights, a male disciple (left) and female disciple (right) speak with Jesus (almost without gender).  Jesus’ face and heart is full of light and resonates with light in the hearts of the disciples.  The pastoral scene (nature) in the background does not have the prominence that the forefront presents: 
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the human resonance with Wisdom’s heart.


In the next selection, there is a contemporary painting using the ancient tradition of Orthodox iconography and diptych form.   The icon highlights female and male disciples
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engaged with Wisdom in two-part form (diptych).


In contrast, using similar two-part, storytelling form, witness a famous Spanish plaque from the 11th (eleventh) century. The uppermost plaque depicts the walking journey and conversation of travelers.  Mostly, the worn disciples listen [image: image21.jpg]CicErkoayhyhyirty Ky ayATiTaY





  while an animated Jesus Christ teaches them as they go.  The bottom portion of the plaque is intriguing in that the disciple in recognition wants to ascend with Jesus, yet, Jesus’ points an opposite direction: go back to Jerusalem with new Wisdom.  The movement in the plaques is dramatic.  The Emmaus story is a divine-human walking dance.


In the painting below, a Northern Camaroon village works cross-culturally with an anonymous French artist to paint their collective expressions of biblical stories.  Here the Emmaus supper, unfolds in two places.  In the forefront, there is a piece of bread and recognition.  However, in the cooking area, a woman extends bread as well.  Who is Jesus and who are the disciples for this story?  Can it be that both circles are experiencing the same moment?
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It is from Latin America that the next painting with tender simplicity unfolds.  Women are the disciples and very much holding each other in walking embrace.  Jesus, as young boy, rides a donkey: “And a little child shall lead them.”
  Their journey appears to be a simple walk around the block with the women in all likelihood preparing the Emmaus dinner at home.[image: image23.jpg]





From Chinese context, Dr. He Qi expresses faith in cultural art form without apology.  In his own words:

    Art is one of the best forms to help people come to know and praise God.  The 

    Chinese believers are always pleased to use aesthetic means to share the Gospel 

    message and “To look up at God’s beauty” (Psalms 27:4)…The faith of incarnation 

    provides the premise for indigenization of Christian art in China.  Jesus, as the Son 

    of God, together with God’s teachings transcends the limit of space and time and is 

    always in close touch with the real world.  In areas with diverse cultural 

    backgrounds around the world, the Holy Spirit is also working in diverse 

    methods.

He Qi’s painting colorfully depicts the Emmaus road moving toward the sunset. [image: image24.jpg]


 
 Jesus is walking the disciples forward with his wide embrace. Nature is whole with the story represented by the four palms, flowers and sunset (six directions).  The physical road going to Emmaus, a narrowing red crescent moon, will prove to be a wider road for the disciples on their return to Jerusalem.  There is a sense of completion in this intimate dusk painting.  All that is necessary is finished.


God’s creative beauty is a passionate witness for the next artist as well.  Hanna Cheriyan Varghese (Malaysia) works in acrylics and batik-dyeing textiles.  “This is my way of witnessing for Christ for the gift I have been blessed with.”  Her belief: “visual images reveal more of one’s mind than words.  Art has been used in education, contemplation, meditation and veneration in Christian tradition.  I hope to continue expressing Christian faith through art.”
  Her art expresses a faith depth that words cannot attain as illustrated by this Malaysian artist’s landscape the moment that “their eyes were opened” in the Emmaus story.  
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Her piece as a whole is an eye within itself. In the bottom of the iris of the eye, the disciples “whose eyes were opened” do a communal dance filled with awakening.  God’s eye is filled with light (sand), palm greens, waves, and at the very bottom stones.  The iris of the eye is a circle.  All is finished in a free, celebratory dance of sight which notices, appreciates, listens to and values all of God’s creation.


Each person, each community, experiencing Holy connectivity naturally engages a multiplicitous cultural-spiritual lens.  We are relations and have much artistic story-telling and interpretation to share with each other especially as regards biblical writings.  While biblical writings are norma normata,
 the scriptures are at the same moment very contextual.  Better said, scriptures are normative-and-contextual; essentially requiring diverse integrative processes.  We integrate Wisdom if only for survival’s sake, for faith’s sake; that we are all created, redeemed, and encouraged-comforted with greater wisdom as we walk with God; that we are present to each other on the road and share conversations and silences about what really matters.

It is only in the mosaic of diversity: diverse languages, diverse cultures, diverse geographies, that God’s word becomes creatively full and ripe in due season.  God chose, and continues to choose, diverse avenues and nations to bring the fullness of the Word forward in the present moment.  “Preoccupation with old confessional disputes can feel like an academic exercise that distracts from the crucial survival and justice challenges”
 that are about our life together in the present.  Diverse biblical interpretations as ‘differentiated interpretations’ are set in and for the sake of the whole household of God (oikomene), namely, all of creation.  This diversity “addresses differences theologically and finds common ground in ways that cut across and relate meaningfully to different contextual realities, rather than imposing what are assumed to be universal understandings.”
  Common ground is about “common action in the service of people,” and all of nature, of which we are but a small part.
  Our always public faith is not completely wed with diverse culture because “faith creates and nurtures culture, yet faith is also critical towards culture and seeks to transform it…In [multi-praxis, we] become sensitive to the fact that one faith can be inculturated into different cultures and that one culture can relate to different faiths.”
  What is most important? Listen.  God is speaking through diversity in ways that are critical and fundamental to on-going life.  In what ways is culture expressing God’s wisdom and voice?  What surprises us most about a nation or nations speaking God’s wisdom? What does God wish us to know and for what purpose?  What are patterns of critical wisdom for life together as relatives created from the same earth?


In the next chapter, these questions are asked in the context of listening to the littlest nation on the globe.  How is God speaking to us all through Chippewa and Cree inter-faith context?  What wisdom is God sharing in this particular context for the present global moment?  What does God intend in our diverse spiritual-cultural coming together?
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Chapter III --- Project Implications for Ministry

Culture is intrinsically creative, communal, with various depths and cross-currents.  Culture is shaped as gift by creative human response and historical memory completely undergirded in God’s walking beside us.  In Creation, God walks beside us in beauty.  Creator draws near to us again in the gift of a child, Jesus Christ, divine-human child to adult, walking with the world.  This memory of God’s divine-human walking with us continues with us in the traditional Word.  Holy Spirit comes as Triune blessing.  The presence of Triune God is alive, dynamic and heard through cultural ways of knowing.

Cultural ways of life mix cultural wisdom (plural) lived out over time.  In fact, the more things come together, the more possibilities abound.  Still, how the wisdom is shared, nurtured and integrated will again show itself as unique to a particular culture in a particular moment and according to divine plan at the same time it culture remains inherently mysterious.

It is not enough to grow in one’s own culture and respect other cultures although to see is to value and to value with God-given sight.  Culture, as part of God-created diversity, demands more: to recognize what God opens our eyes to see, the beauty within our own cultural community, and the beauty inherent in another’s community and completely new learnings from being present to each other along the way.

There are accents from other cultures, and relations cross-cultural, and genuine mixes of multi-cultural ways.  In America, truly one of the few places where cross-cultural presence has been at least a rhetorical political ideal, people are mixing cultures through marriage, though a desire to know more about other cultures because they know and value their own culture, and through the integration of cross-cultural wisdom and the adoption of cross-cultural ways (sometimes with a sense of being abandoned by their own culture or knowledge of their roots).  Traditional cross-generational means of expressing culture, a rippling life, can lose ground even in the most traditional settings.  While the glitz and glimmer of an American materialism is often the scapegoat for this social reality, this project argues that cultural expression and meaning is not lost, endangered or losing ground but rather in a stage of advent.  Advent wisdom and understanding is being emphasized through Native American traditions, as did the values for our American constitution,
 and this wisdom can be integrated for collective well-being and harmony with creation.  For example, the ‘green’ environmental movement in America has its roots in American Indian wisdom.  The ‘greening of America’ is, in fact, the translation and response to a centuries old request by American Indians to care for the earth.

The very roots of the United States government were formed in this cross-cultural conversation.  The mosaic of cultures during the earliest formation of the American independence meant a filtering of values from the Iroquois Confederacy (Six Nations) to the early American founding ideals and documents.  (The Haudenasee (Iroquois) means “People Building a Long House.”  The Six Nations were comprised of: the Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, Senecas with the 6th (sixth) nation, the Tuscaroras, joining in the 18th (eighteenth) century.)  The American Constitution, when contrasted with the Iroquois Confederacy Great Law of Peace, demonstrates a remarkable Indian influence to our constitution with regard to principles of liberty, representation, and three branches of governance to internally check and balance human nature.  (Unfortunately, the gender balance in the Great Law of Peace was ignored in constructing the American constitution.)  At the time of founding document formation, land ownership had not yet pushed beyond the eastern coast of the United States.  The possibilities were endless about what could be formed between indigenous and Euro-American cultures.  The early American life was a time of interesting cross-cultural relations and conversations with indigenous people.  Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, to name two founders, were inspired by Indian governance wisdom.

In this interplay of cultures and cultural ways, we may see our own cultural desert, own it, and decide in mutuality that nourishment from more resourceful cultures, is necessary for the life of us all.
  Indeed, God created this diversity as a gift for humankind.  This does not mean everything is shared across cultures, even if there were such a recipe, as what is private to a cultural community is honored as private.  Yet, in God’s timing, the consultation with cross-cultural, faith-based expressions, can nurture life in all its forms and in multiplicitous ways.  Creation teaches us that coming together and apart increases life on the planet in rapid growth spurts and with long-term resilience.

Immediately, there arises the challenge of Northern European and American military-and-resource dominance and the technological emphasis of the last few centuries, which deconstructs creation.  This phenomenon is often called ‘empire building’ and while new to the soil of the United States is as old as the Roman empire.  Current United States reality is that “white” versus “color” worlds exist.  These worlds are currently parallel and cordoned off from each other, because of the reality of racism and its public practice in political and economic realms.  Still, in this chaotic sadness and messiness, everything Holy asks us to travel with diverse disciples.  We are called to develop a “collaborative theology (‘teologia de conjunto’) which takes seriously the everyday religious faith of our communities...”
  Cultural expressions are not richest in an isolated matrix; rather they thrive and multiply in the most diverse and intimate earth.

    To walk with Jesus is to walk with the wrong persons in the wrong places…the 

    fundamental political act of transgressing boundaries, the act of walking and living 

    with the outcast where he or she walks….

“The stranger – the one who does not know what has just happened to us,” does in the end, not only know every hair on our head, but turns out to be the very unexpected face of God.

Cross-cultural Resilience


It is into this intimate and collective ground that the challenges of individualism and isolation, often framed to the dominant partner, are relevant.  Enter the theory of hegemony, namely, the use of cultural consciousness to influence diverse, organizing collectives.  In reservation context, hegemony is the cultural-spiritual power of the individual and communal; the collective ability to think, create and relate with integrity in the face of a materialistic elitism. Collective circle-living is in direct opposition to the strategy of an elite few that would construct an economic hegemony for themselves behind political rhetoric of economy for all.  Why is this being done? to increase individual ownership of economic material goods, and thus societal control; a controlling society of a few which in truth gathers increasing resources in an unjust and violent fashion.  

Culture itself can be reshaped to these ends.  Yet, in doing so it loses cultural value roots and its ability to give life through value-laden teaching.  Witness the Northern European American economic acquisitiveness in America.  Really, any organizing force has both the power to create and the temptation to ‘take the fat’, and this regardless of its own history of experienced oppressions.  The cultural Indian awakening of today, however, is in direct contrast.  Using mediums of art, poetry, and music, there is sustained interest in those who gather with the purpose of peaceful relation across diverse culture, landscape and faith.  This is not a pacifist kind of peaceful relation, however.   It is an active and relational engagement that guards against the use of hegemony to mine wealth, be it material, spiritual-cultural, or political wealth.  The Indian awakening is cognizant of balancing hegemony through the culturally-esteemed value that we are created by God to be in natural relation to all that is created.
  This is to move in ways that say daily amens, “to all my relations.”  This practiced cultural belief, emanating from creation, is naturally a “decentering” experience for it requires traveling from hegemony to the wilderness of Indian spiritual-culture.  It is a prophetic witness, without really even intending to be, because it is in direct contrast with a predominately material-centric and narcissistic materialism.

A culture, or cultures, that isolate and focus narrowly, may produce incredibly rich relations.  Radically diverse hegemonies may be needed to balance the acquisitive hegemony.  However, those relations, unless they are focused on how all of us are related, inherently become myopic in their own ways.  Isolation and individualism in any form begins to fold in upon itself.  It is here that the prophetic tribal voice is meant to bless all nations.  Living out the reality (however imperfectly) that all of us are related, and that this relation happens along the way, is the essence of the Emmaus journey with Jesus; and thus, a deep theological common ground between Traditional practices and Christian faith.  Any one culture has but a part of the wisdom, and always Jesus, as Wisdom, as Elder, as our intimate connection to God as Creator and the Holy Spirit, has infinitely more Wisdom than we can imagine.  Even collectively, there will always be so much more wisdom that is God’s alone.  The raison d’etre for culture and religion? to be whole we need each other, and always, foremost, God.

In an interfaith context, God calls diverse travelers to the road without regard to familial, blood relations;
 and at the same time, paradoxically, celebrative of the accents to family that diverse communities bring to the table.  The question is not “ought we to cross-pollinate?”
 but “where is God calling us to be?” apart and together; and in some ways, always together in that we are cognizant about how our collective life is engaged with, and influences, the broad spectrum of everyone’s communities.  This requires presence, intimacy and relation with diverse cultural communities and people.  “To love Jesus is to physically walk with Jesus…”
   To be close to Jesus’ path is a holy path that crosses cultural, societal, and political boundaries with transformational liveliness. While this engagement is always de-centering, it is truly life-giving.  Jesus walking the roads, drinking at wells, preaching under the trees, and breaking bread together at table always emphasized diverse relations. 


The Gospel imperative to love is not only witnessed in the original Emmaus story with our Elder, Jesus, it is also witnessed in Elder interviews that happen against the backdrop of the Chippewa-Cree awakening.
  The capacity of humanity to do cruel things to each other is like a litany throughout the interviews.  It is what most surprised each elder about life.  It is stated in the interviews with stark realism.  In direct juxtaposition, forgiveness surfaces --- both the process of forgiving and being forgiven; and what still weighs on the conscience.  Discussions of forgiveness are genuine and earthy.  “Love more deeply than the mistakes.”  “It takes a long time to get over it.”  “It helps not to listen to the harsh things that people say.”  “We knew how to deal with the rattlesnakes.”  “I knew when I wasn’t on a good path.  Felt a coldness.”  “You let it go.”  “You pray that people will forgive you.  If they don’t? just keep moving!”  “You can recreate your life!  God wills it!”  “Some things you just overlook.”  “I feel forgiven all the time.  It feels good.  But it is better to feel good all the time without the need for forgiveness.”  “God has the last word, which is the more important, most beautiful, thing.  God is always waiting and always forgives no matter what and no matter what anyone else says.”  Each elder has a profound sense that God forgives, mend things, and in color.  There is an intense noticing of how and when things come together in goodness.

There are direct relationships between ‘what ails humanity’ in our vulnerable human state and the practice of working through forgiveness with resultant resilience.  “There is terrible stuff in life.”
  What about the sorrows in historical memory, the present, and the foreseeable future?  Each elder mentions that there were times they just wanted to ‘run off’.  They share the times of  “being terribly despondent,” “wanting to let life go,” “having so many problems,” “on the verge of destroying myself.”  It is a eucharist of sorts, talking about the brokenness of life.  It is in this context that Jesus’ death and resurrection, are glimpsed and spiritual-cultural resiliency surfaces.

“Let God take care of it.”  “Notice where God is caring for you.  And how God works through you to care for people around you.”  Take joy in the places where service meets, where there are mutual offerings, a dual heart beat.  Keep the pulse of creation for in creation there is not enough oxygen for destruction.  “God will walk with you through the challenges.”  “Nothing is beyond the reach of God.”  “With God, there is nothing we cannot do.”  “Hope is re-created as you come through the very rough places.”  “Healing power is always available in contemplating, and wishing for, goodness.”  “God is merciful, regardless.  This does not change.  The mercy of God has sustained me in tremendous change and crisis.”
Cross-Cultural Education

During the last four centuries, the Indigenous peoples of middle-America, and indeed throughout the globe, in the midst of suffering, oppression, and God-given resilience, have cultivated an intense desire to teach what has been forgotten, or was not ever known.  In A Native American Theology, this collective tribal energy is summarized in this way:

    American Indians and other indigenous peoples have a long-standing confidence 

    that our cultures have much to teach Europeans and North Americans about the 

    world and human relationships in the world.  We are confident in the spiritual 

    foundations of Indian cultural values, confident that those foundations can become 

    a source of healing and reconciliation for all Creation.  Thus, we expect that non-

    Indian readers of this volume will find much of value here that could transform the

    ways Amer-European people think and act theologically.

Euro-American culture has come to a point with its own history where it desires to engage and integrate indigenous cultural teachings to transform cross-cultural, economic and political care for each other as humans, as nature.  This moment is vital to our created interdependence.  Gail Small reminds us in every day is a good day that:

    Human beings are like one small spoke in a big wheel of creation.  There is no 

    hierarchy, and the Creator is at the Center of the [medicine] wheel…All living 

    things play an important role in keeping the Earth in balance…  Everything is 

    related and all living things play an important role in keeping the Earth in 

    balance.
 

God does not create without a function and purpose.  Nor does God value an economy based on lighter skin and the ravishing of nature including nature as humankind.
 Each person, each culture, is intended to participate in the whole creative dance.

In God’s timing, indigenous people are answering God’s call to be reforming witness to our collective purpose and relation.  Mary and Carrie Dann, sisters, speak with one voice to this call from South Dakota:

    Many white people have no respect.  They don’t respect anything unless they are 

    going to make money out of it.  We have got to teach them respect for life, for all 

    life.  They don’t respect the other life out there, the animal life.  They just take 

    from them.  The only time they think about animals is to hunt them for sport or 

    something like that.  Animals are part of creation, part of us.  The elk are as 

    important as we are, and so are the little bugs.  They are part of the balance.

This is not an individually located statement.  Rather it reflects the profound cultural-spiritual value to redistribute and share what the Creator has given.

    The more honored and privileged you are, the more you [literally] have to give 

    back.  It is your responsibility to redistribute what you have….We give away 

    material goods, but we also give away knowledge, ideas and resources.”

The goal is not necessarily to educate the non-Indian or the “other.”  Rather it is about sharing intentionally collected, life-giving wisdom, for the benefit of the whole world in God’s name and time.

    We must all work together in balance with each other.  We must educate all people 

    about respect for who we are and respect for our Earth.  We must work hard to 

    know our non-Native friends.  It is so important to find the common ground of all 

    people.  Some people think this is hard to do because we come from many diverse

    cultures.  But we must only look down and see that we are standing on the same 

    ground.  We drink the same water, breathe the same air, and want to eat healthy 

    food.  We all have [accountability to the] children, and we want them to survive in 

    a healthy and just world.

Case in point, Sarah James, appointed with three leaders, by elders, to carry the word, from the place where the porcupine caribou originate to the world’s communities, to preserve the earth for all people from gas and oil development.  “The elders instructed us to teach them in a good way about our people and the land, with one voice, and no compromise.”  Sarah James worked alongside three other representatives to do just that.  She speaks, “With the prayers and help of many people from all over the world, we have been able to protect our land.”
 


There is a cultural calling to teach by the indigenous people from the land of American reservations.  This truly miraculous willingness to teach what is most important for the world to know, and with a great respect for guests, needs our presence and relation as guests.  Guests are encouraged to know their own cultural and spiritual ways.  Guests and elders move to the front of celebrations and food lines.  Guests are welcomed and their contributions honored.  In this loving environment, is it any wonder that great lessons take root?  Being able to start where you are and learn in your ways, with an undeserved kindness, naturally opens aching hearts to receive nourishment, integrate wisdom, continue in relation, and nourish cultural-spiritual ways back home.  Indeed, we are to: “Love one another.  Care for each other.”

Cross-Cultural Health


At Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, the importance of daily cleansing is often mentioned.  In the Chippewa-Cree way, sweet grass is burned at worship, funerals, marriages, and celebrations as a cleansing confession.  There is a reminder here to build spiritual letting go and renewal into what is done everyday.
  There is often the unexpected cleansing of sweet grass; coming in and going out: the smoke of sweet grass; in the waking or before sleeping: the sweet grass fragrance, in times of difficulty.  It is a reminder of how often we need our rituals of confession.  We wait too long if we have deep prayer, confession, and music but once a week.


Let home be sanctuary, caring for each other, caring for the body with bathing, and appreciating the gifts of God each time a meal comes to you.  Pray.  Lift your plate to thank God’s nourishment through so many natural efforts --- from the seeding, to the cultivating, to the harvesting, to the truck, to the market, to the kitchen to your plate.  This is daily bread.  Appreciate the many and various gifts of the day and night.  Notice the beauties of the natural world.  Savor and enjoy stories, humor, art, symbol, song, beadwork, drums, sounds of the guests, travelers, children, family, friends and neighbors.  These are the riches that are always available for robust health.


It is in this daily practice of confession and forgiveness that the economic motivations of the globe are most starkly contrasted.  Non-indigenous people pay deep attention to the ways acquisition results in decreased generosity.  The emphasis is on ‘giving it away!’  Non-indigenous Americans have set a pace for material acquisitiveness which is threatening to become a lifestyle which is exported globally.   Humanity is about to be undone by the materialistic emptiness inherent in monetary obsession and hoarding behaviors: witness countries who are aligning to acquire things in more masterful ways e.g.’s Middle Eastern cartels, Japan, China and the European Union.
  The cultural-spiritual values of “sharing all things in common,” and without competition, is being lived out in the lowest-income country on the globe, Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.  Rocky Boy, or Stone Child in its original form, is truly important to our world-wide collective moment.  At Rocky Boy Indian Reservation giving away in a generous spirit, all that is needed, is a primary part of loving one another, of saying with integrity: “Amen – all my relations.”  Generous daily practices like remembering the elders with food and conversation are emphasized in the public and private life.  If someone needs something that you have, it can honorably reached for it and carried off with blessing of all parties.  Constant generosity rituals like the passing of the give-away blanket at Pow-Wows and gatherings for an honest need or waiting to feast until a person can feed everyone who comes --- happen with trust-building constancy.  Culturally paying attention to the giving and receiving for balance rather than assuming rigid roles of giver and receiver is considered vital to the heartbeat of community.  These are lessons about a deep generosity without legal or emotional strings attached; lessons about giving the best that you have.  These lessons will become increasingly vital for the globe in this in-between-time until God comes again.

[image: image27.jpg]




Conclusion --- The Culturally Useful Life

Triune Balance

A person isn’t long on the reservation, until it becomes clear that perhaps doctrinal emphasis on Jesus Christ, alone, without the balance of Triune mystery --- God as Source, Word and Spirit, is sorely missing from the Christian accompaniment in historical memory.  Still, from a Lutheran Christian perspective, this re-alignment is most natural.  Martin Luther, from his most reforming days, noted that all the Geneva Triune.  In his sermons, his wrestling with the Word, Luther describes the Trinity as the Creator who comforts, Jesus Christ who prays for the Comforter, and the Holy Spirit who comforts us.
  God is Promiser, the Promised One, and the One who illumines the One Promised.

Sallie McFague, in her emphasis on the trinity, emphasizes the poetic imagery from scripture: Triune God as Creator (Mother), Lover/Wisdom (Jesus), and Friend/Companion (Holy Spirit).
   At Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church, Vernon the Boy’s wooden sculpture, Jesus Christ, is welcoming Wisdom, the Elder, opening God’s arms to everyone. Jesus Christ is believed to have been human-and-divine and formed of the same earth that we as humankind are formed.   The Creator is seen as creating all that is --- Creator spoken reverently opens the Jesus Prayer.  The Holy Spirit, symbolized as eagle, attends our path.

Triune indigenous understanding necessarily raises the question: If one calls on one part of the Trinity, or emphasizes one part of the Trinity, does this extend to the entire Trinity?  It is here that Martin Luther almost seems to have anticipated our present moment.  God, Triune, is “one God…within [God’s very self] [God] is distinctive three persons.”
   The Creator as Source begets Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit proceeds from both; and “here the circle is closed.”
  

    The doctrine of the Trinity arises not from patristic metaphysical understanding but    

    from the narrative of God’s saving, restorative work vis-à-vis humanity in 

    particular and the entire creation in general.…with the Word and through the 

    Word, the Holy Spirit is present and the whole Trinity works salvation, as the 

    works of baptism declare.

For Luther to call on any one Triune person is to call on God as a whole, as unity (unitas); for to call on any part of the Trinity necessarily flows back to Jesus Christ --- Triune God intimately drawing near to the earth, to humankind.

Duly reminded, one calls on the name of the Lord by whatever person of the Triune Godhead one invokes.  Neither Luther nor God cares which Person.

    You need have no concern that the other [two Persons] are resentful [zurne] on 

    that account, but you may know that you immediately call upon all three Persons 

    and the one God, no matter which Person you may address.  You can not call on 

    one Person without including the others, since there is one indivisible divine  

    essence in all and in each person.

The Creator and Creation is the name called most often on the Reservation.  Yet, Christian Lutheran and Traditional faith have the common ground of connecting calling upon God and in the daily walk with God.  The Christian Lutheran view of creation inherently sainting and sinning in the daily walk is very much a part of the indigenous view of creation.  It is understood on the Reservation that all of nature has the potential of wakan and washte, goodness and evil.  The ‘fallenness’ of humankind can only ever be made right through God as Source, Wisdom and Spirit.  While God is made of earth in the birth of Jesus, God is also transcendent with humanity in contextual ways.


Once again, Luther makes a vital contribution when he speaks of the baptismal journey; the communal walk with a Triune God.  For example, through the gathering of a true and imperfect Christian community on the Reservation:

    …through the external gospel ministry of the church, the Holy Spirit works in the 

    in the heart of [humankind],…produces a new heart and a new mind, and 

    consequently a brand new person by the Word in the soul, until the Last 

    Day when the whole body will be radically renewed in its nature, for it will be 

    more radiant than the sun.

This new life, this life dedicated to new life, suggests continual forgiveness and transformation. While we cannot be saved by any effort on our individual or collective parts, still we answer the call to work toward harmonious living in service to the glory of God because we are so loved, so transformed: “we have to work in this life, carry out our vocational responsibilities, serve our neighbor… But such service does not earn us salvation…only the crucified Christ.”  In 1532, Luther expands on this teaching by preaching: “It follows then that the person who is born again…loves his/[her] neighbor, helping him/[her] and serving him/[her], in any way he/[she] can.  Such works flow from faith that is genuine.”
  We are to be “a kinder, gentler people among the nations of the earth.”

There is no telling how the story might have been had we understood all of creation, the Indian, the buffalo, the earth and sky, is part of God’s very body; God’s creation.
  God, as Creator, is in all things; and at the same time beyond all things.  “God wills existence to all.”
  In God as Creator the world ultimately “lives and moves and has its being.”
  In Luther’s words this absolutely extends to Jesus Christ, Wisdom: “God’s Son has put on flesh, is bone [of our bone].”
  In the words of Sallie McFague:

    The metaphor of the world as God’s body…[may be thought to] verge on too great 

    a proximity…[yet], the thought of an embodied personal deity is not more 

    incredible than that of a disembodied one; in fact it is less so.  In a dualistic culture 

    where mind and body, spirit and flesh, are separable, a disembodied…God is more

    credible, but not in ours [emphasis added].

Thus, our world, very much at risk as God’s body, asks that we attend to the Triune relationship to the whole world; and the relationship of the whole world to the Trinity.
  As God’s own, and with God on the path, “we are nature.  We are nature seeing nature.  We are nature with a concept of nature.  Nature weeping.  Nature speaking of nature to nature.”
 

God, as Creator, freely created the universe and all that is seen and unseen.  God, as Wisdom, gazed into nature and said: You are “valuable beyond belief.”
  The power of this? 

    Erotic power is the creating, enlarging, and sustaining of relationships.  Erotic 

    power is facilitating, empowering and loving.  Erotic power is to feel ourselves and 

    others in the depths of being, bringing us to and sustaining relationships.  The truly 

    powerful are not the hollow and afraid who control others; the truly powerful are 

    those present to themselves and others, unafraid of change, vulnerable and open, 

    and empowering to others.

Elementally, we remember erotic power in the breaking of bread and the sharing of wine, body and blood.


God as Spirit “awakened creation to the joy of religious community.  Life flows between companions, strangers, united in the vocation of creation.”
  God, Holy Spirit, is with us in those difficult moments; and is always for creation.  God, as Friend, struggles with us for life: to “make and make again where unmaking reigns.”
  Sustained by the Spirit in the midst of it all, we vision together a “life-as-it-can-be-lived.”
  Accompaniment in mutual ministry with this shared vision is a frustrating, exciting, and bewildering adventure.  Still, God walks with us creating ever-greater wisdom and room: “…there is no Spiritual Community without openness to all individuals, groups and things…”
  In the words of the Mudflower collective:

    Our ultimate vision and commitment is that there is room for us all, in our wisdom 

    and in our foolishness, our candor and our hiddenness, our public lives and our  

    secret places.  There is room for our mistakes, our imperfections, our stupidities, 

    room for our alienation, our rage and even for our prejudices and bigotries --- pro-

    vided we want to unlearn them [emphasis added].

In Spirit, we are keenly aware that our chaotic difference is our greatest spiritual-cultural asset; and “‘we are [very aware that we are] not on our own,’…[we are so very aware of] the intricate, interdependent network of life, with God at its center as well as every periphery.”

Abiding Respect for Mystery and Imagination
Each of us is a mystery formed of God’s creative hand.  Formed from the earth, we are forever attached to the earth and to God’s creative power.  Cultural expressions of this world are extensions of this spectacular moment in which all diverse life
 was created, and with Wisdom, undergirded by the Spirit in the Word, a diverse life that keeps unfolding in Love.  Approaching with Wisdom’s care, the spiritual-cultural life in one’s own heart and community, and with respectful relation to other spiritual-cultural ways of being, there is honor for the mystery of each person, each culture, each community, and is an approach of tremendous awe.  It takes the teachings of thousands of years of lived spiritual-cultural expression, and its relation to the present moment of Resurrection, for Jesus to make God’s very self partially known to disciples.

In a human world that craves answers, it is time to listen with a great love for genuine and freeing questions.  The more definition and compartmentalization, the less diverse meaning, imagination and life attends.  The work of God’s awakening justice necessarily means removal of these humanly constructed boundaries or fences replaced by free and respectful relationship to mystery.  In addition, objectification and destruction of nature, including human cultures, is truly missing the mark, heading off to Emmaus, rather than staying with the heart of it, in Jerusalem.  In the words of Brazilian poet, Adelia Prado, “From time to time, God punishes me by taking poetry away from me.  I lack poetry when my eyes, looking at a stone, sees a stone.”
  Instead, in new life, we gaze at a stone knowing that it is created, that God walks the path of these stones, and that we are called to be a part of, protect and expand this creation.  In the poetic words of Mary Oliver in “Messenger:”


    My work is loving the world.

    Here the sunflowers, there the hummingbird-

      equal seekers of sweetness.

    Here the quickening yeast; there the blue plums.

    Here the clam deep in the speckled sand.

    Are my boots old? Is my coat torn?

    Am I no longer young, and still not half-perfect?

    Let me keep my mind on what matters,

    which is my work,

    which is mostly standing still and learning to be

      astonished.

    The phoebe, the delphinium.

    The sheep in pasture, and the pasture.

    Which is mostly rejoicing, since all the ingredients are here,

    which is gratitude, to be given a mind and a heart

    and these body-clothes,

    a mouth with which to give shouts of joy

      to the moth and the wren, to the sleepy dug up clam,

    telling them all, over and over, how it is

    that we live forever.


To be one with mystery asks for the action of resting into a fruitful time.  In our own lives and cultures, mystery asks us to pay attention by uncluttering time and space.  A slower pace assists us in shaping, integrating, and living into the wisdom that is always coming to be within communities, within a community, and within ourselves.  With time, we are not overpowered by trends, fads, and materialistic venture.  Each movement, while imperfect, on the part of the individual, an individual’s community and wider communities, necessarily takes into account historical memory, the present moment, and the future of seven generations.  We need time and space for being with what God has created.  We need the time to breathe in God’s inspiration.


“The road is our footsteps, nothing else.”
  All that is mysterious and unknown awaits us.  Our footsteps on the Emmaus road represent God’s rhythm of daily prayer, compassion, service, learning and resilient joy in this world, and in the coming Life Together!  God, walking and teaching at our side, always provides more than we can ever imagine.  The echo of our footsteps, unique to each of us, unique to each community dance, is only as profound as our respect for God’s presence and mystery, recognized in part, and totally incomprehensible in larger part.
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Appendices

Appendix I – Circular Sacred Space
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Circular Sacred Space


The above picture is of Little-Big Horn (Wyoming), and is a preserved medicine wheel,
 estimated to be 2500-3000 years old.  Each tribe has teachings related to the medicine wheel that include respect for the Creator and the Creator’s four directions (North, South, East and West); and for the realms of above and below.  Teepee construction follows this pattern (on a much smaller scale): a daily reminder of God’s Presence – In, Under and Around Life.


Imagine the center as the Triune God (which includes the Wise Elder (Jesus)).  Perhaps the lines from the Center are ways in which we are ‘little Christs’ in the life of the community, with teachings about balance, generosity, resilience, forgiveness to name a few of the important areas in the paper.  The outer circle edge grounds and encompasses the circle of community life as the wisdom of the Elders.  Thus, as the community, or individual, moves in and out with the transcendent center, they also connect with the transcendent Holy at the Center with pathways that reach the outer circle edges of Elder Wisdom --- a glimpse of Holy Immanent Wisdom.  Its outer edge is not a perfect circle with rough, crooked places.  The entire circle represents God’s body; and our deep, abiding respect for all life that has-is-and will be created, redeemed, and sustained.  Community life is symbolically centered and balanced in immanent and transcendent Wisdom.

For more information on the variety of medicine wheels formed see: 

http://www.royalalbertmuseum.ca/human/archeo/faq/medwhils.htm
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Appendices

Appendix II – Interview Methodology, Questions & Elder Stories
American Northern European, Latin American and African American elders, in their fifties to nineties (50s to 90s), who have been intimately connected with Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, were interviewed for this project over a three (3) year period.  Metaphors used by the interviewees were noted as the interview progressed, and further relation to the metaphor encouraged.  Patterns between the interviews were particularly helpful in lifting out common meaning and emergent themes.  Each interview is comprised of conversations from two (2) to six (6) hours.  The interviews happened in people’s homes, over coffee hour after worship service, in a hospital room, and at the Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church giveaway store and back porch.  In essence, the interviews distilled information that had been integrated over years of living in relation toward, and living in relation with, the Chippewa-Cree communities at Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.

Interview Questions

 “Following the Spiritual path

Footprints and Trail Markers”
Conversation Questions

1. What did you like to do most as a child?

2.
What is the funniest moment in your life?

3. What has surprised you in life?

4. What are your earliest memories of Rocky Boy? (Tell me about the early days at Rocky Boy.  What were your first impressions? What are the things you most enjoyed?

5. What are your favorite stories about home (brothers, sisters, family times, relatives)?

6. What is your most vivid memory of Our Savior’s Lutheran Church?

7. What Spiritual, God-given gifts do you bless community with?

8. What gives you hope now and in the future?

9. What was the most difficult experience in your life and how did you get through it?

10. Looking back, where did you feel most productive, powerful in making a difference?

11. What do you hear in your home and in the community as most often as important to the present and future?

12. Where do you see beauty (people, animals, nature, music, dance, art)? What sources of God’s beauty do you feel most love and support from?

13. What Spiritual values or markers are most important to pass on to the next generation?

14. When have you experienced a moment of justice?

15. How did you learn to pray?

16. What is the most important thing about prayer in your life?

17. When have you experienced forgiveness? What did that moment feel like?

18. How important is faith to you?

19. What has stayed the same and what has changed in your faith walk?

20. During times of tremendous change or crisis, what has sustained you to keep the faith walk?

21. What reminds you of God?

Elder Stories

What follows are picturesque summaries of the interviews so that you too can know these important and dynamic elders, who at a time when it was most unpopular, still related across ‘cowboy and indian’ divides.
Helen, 90 (+)
God Watches Over Us!
Helen, in her 90s, greets me with her dogs at her front gate area.  The front gate is decorative with farm tools from her family’s homesteads.  Her family lines originate from Norway.  Homesteading required hard work to make a stable living.  Encouraged by her parents, Helen, and her husband, Ray, closed their barber and beauty shop and began homesteading nestled right up to the Reservation boundary line.  A horse, or a horse team and buggy, were required to travel physical distances that existed between people.  Natural danger existed in the form of unfriendly neighbors, weather and fire.  Unnatural danger existed given short monies, war and its effect on communities, boundaries between communities, and the ways in which a person might need to rely on self or others in extraordinary crises.


Helen and Ray settled in a World War I homestead cabin with a root cellar underneath it.  Household luxuries were a kerosene lamp and a coal stove.  Helen and Ray made it through their first winter with chickens, eggs, potatoes, and garden vegetables.  Later, sheep and livestock ran on their ranch.  Helen enjoyed working with the livestock, especially given “how humans can be sometimes.”  Always, it was just ‘scraping by’ from one wool check to another, trying to pay medical bills that were way too high, watching over animals that would be sold given practical economy rather than be used by the family.


They baptized and confirmed their children at Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church on the Reservation.  Gradually, they made a few really lasting friends, although initially their children were teased with words, sharp pencil jabs, pulled hair, slaps and pinches at Sunday School.  She remembers taking her children into worship every Sunday, and really questions the modern practice of sending or dropping off children to go to church alone.


An everyday prayer for Helen is “God go with me.”  She’s seen a tractor roll over a loved one.  She’s cared for and buried her parents and her husband.  She’s seen a loved one return from the war with post traumatic stress syndrome; drinking heavily to forget the pain.  Her children at a very young age were caught between school and home on the Reservation during a blizzard.  She faced severe ‘post partum’ after child birth alone, far away, in a hospital.  She’s faced cancer within her own body and come out on the side of life. What kept her going?  

    Strong faith in my Lord!  God is mysterious.  God is powerful and will take care of 

    it.  Relax! We have too much unnecessary confusion.  Satan, selfishness, gets in

    when we are better off just trusting in the Lord.  You can depend on the Good Lord     

    to watch over us.

Creation is a daily reminder to Helen of God’s beauty and change (the seasons).  “There is the beauty of all races of people.  When did all this beauty come?  Think about it.  The world is millions of years old.  Stop and think of it!  That is quite a feat!”  Helen experiences hope in Creation, in God taking care of “all that worries ailing humanity.”  “I turn my attention to the Lord.  I ask that we can get along better, forgive each other.  It’s simple really: treat someone like you want to be treated.  Our only hope is to fear, love and trust the Good Lord.”  The land and sky are a place of vision for Helen.  She mentions seeing a vision of Jesus in the clouds one day.  “Not only did I see Jesus in those clouds, I heard Jesus say, ‘I’ll watch over you.’”


Helen is clearly a thinker as she speaks to me across her kitchen table with windows looking out on a storage barn very capably built by Chippewa-Cree men.  The idea of worship life being about ‘what can I and my immediate family get out of this?’ troubles Helen.  Instead she talks about how “volunteerism is a great thing to do.  It brings us spiritual purpose.”  She credits the pattern of ‘pitching in’ as instilling spiritual life in her children.  Also, as parents, their children were encouraged to have a good start with dance, music, and plays.  She talks about how good volunteerism flowed into employment for Ray at the church and how that check in retirement really made a difference.  More than the money though, it gave Ray a chance to be vitally connected with the Church.

This part of the conversation naturally flows into talk of service on the Reservation and Four Souls.  When there was a need he made a point of being there, regardless.  Four Souls, son of Little Bear, talked about “keeping the tribe together.  Work for the tribe.  Do for the tribe.”  Four Souls “came up and loaded my mom into the ambulance.  We changed her clothes and wrapped her in blankets.  89 years old.  Four Souls provided life support that day.”  “Real beauty for me?  The people on the Reservation that really serve.  Their spirituality.   The power of that!”  The circle of service.  “Relational. Circular. Ultimately, all what God intends to happen.”

Nowadays, Helen talks about how important it is to pray for each other, pray for people, and “keep praying, hopefully people will open up.”  She has seen prayer heal, get people in families speaking again, and result in cultures helping each other.  Prayer, in all times and place, and believing, gives hope!
Betty (80s)

Life? Always An Adventure!


Betty had a romance that adventure movies are made of when she met her husband, Joe, in Boston with the Navy.  “Joe was with the Navy as a trained gunner.  And Joe just kept showing up.”  She married for love and her path then led her to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation in 1962.  She was immediately influenced by life on the Reservation.  

    There were fewer people then.  Fires were cooked outside in the evening, and 

    families would walk by and talk, and you might be invited to stop and eat.  There 

    were so many birds.  It was over 80% forest at the time.  It took a while to

    get used to all this.

The image of path, so important to the tribes of Rocky Boy, is also important to Betty.  The spiritual path, the shape of wandering:

    It is a trap to think that the path is linear or a moralistic ‘right, wrong’ causing 

    guilt.  All things on the path work together for good.  Look at Jacob’s deceit over 

    Esau… or the lust and sinfulness of David.   The Path unfolds as you go; generally, 

    where God wants it.  The path unfolds in the living!


Betty is talking to me in the Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church Give-away store area where clothes are given to those who need it most on the Reservation.  Her husband’s funeral was held in this room.  His bones were granted burial with centuries of bones in the tribal burial grounds.  This burial was requested by her sons and granted by the tribe.  She feels at home with his memory here.

We are eating a lunch of berries, bread and coffee as she remembers the early years on the Reservation.  Joe was the first Lutheran Betty had ever met.

    Joe had a good family.  Still is.  I was impressed by this beautiful, faithful and 

    powerful people, especially the elders.  Elders are usually honed.  People who’ve 

    been through it --- retained perspective, the beauty of life and peace.  They were  

    like the old people who sat at the gates [in the Bible].  They are not necessarily 

    elected officials but they are people who help the people with their problems; draw 

    the people out.  The elders are people of lived faith.

The Reservation lived on an “economy similar to potato fields.  It was poor here, poor there.  Still is.”  This was a time without electricity.  The only bathroom, and later on the only television set, was at the Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church mission house.  Most people have memories of the first bathroom, or watching cartoons and getting cookies and punch afterwards.  The new inventions were definitely ways that the OSLC mission became known and popular.  Still Church community life has a lot more to it.  What has made a difference over time?  Betty continues:

    Coming to the Reservation it is important to accept the way things are.  People here

    are very religious and believe in the Creator.  Sometimes things happen in church 

    with no rhyme or reason.  It takes good leaders.  People are all so different. One 

    way today.  One way tomorrow.  Time brings sensitivity.”


Like all the interviewees, Betty hesitates to mention anyone standing out in this dynamic community.  Everyone just does their part.  Her face brightens though as she remembers Dorothy Small and her small league of women who lobbied on behalf of Rocky Boy from Box Elder, Montana to Washington, D.C.  People joke with admiration that the government finally gave in to Dorothy and granted the right to the tribe’s indigenous public education on the Reservation ‘just so she wouldn’t keep coming to Washington, D.C.’  “It was then that the schools started to be good,” states Betty matter-of-factly.

Betty is most eloquent as she talks of getting older.  Generations are important to Betty.  Her great grandson, part of her extended family on the Reservation, is someone she will get out of the house to visit, regardless.  He was born blind, 

    but now he’s going to see, and I’m plain happy about that.  He likes music so 

    maybe he’ll dance.  He puts his hands up now and looks them all over.  He taught 

    me a lot about being blind.  It’s not pleasant.  Even if you can’t see you can do

    things.  It is so important not to fill in; to let him learn to do it.

The value of the fourth generation is so tender; and so is Betty’s walk with God.  “You live long enough and then you learn how to talk with God.”  Betty continues, “Just get up and look out your window; open your door and you will see God.  I really don’t take this for granted.  The sun gets up and goes to bed and I watch it move up and down.”  She especially loves the green of the Reservation.  “Winter wheat green and high.  Spring green covering the Mountains.  Color makes you feel warm inside.”  The mountains here at Rocky Boy are as Holy to Betty as her homeland of Scotland and its mountain range, Arthur’s Seat.  “There is a place here on the mountain that Jesus sets in.  Keeps the Reservation going.  I don’t ever feel alone.”

Joan (70s)

Trust in Jesus’ Open Arms!
Joan is one of the first cross-cultural immersion participants coming to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation from Salt Lake City area at the turn of the century.  She meets me over coffee in the kitchen of her apartment in Salt Lake City.  “Life is a path of ups and downs.  Hold on and crawl over it.  Can’t just plop down and wait for things to happen.  Instead, reach out and share what’s been learned, what’s been given.”  The most difficult aspect of the road? “People’s own narcissism.  Often, we’re unwilling to listen to what is most good.”  Joan has been a single parent.  During single parenting, her daughter sustained a head injury and it has been a challenge.  Through the most difficult moments, “sometimes, I just prayed ‘Jesus,’ one word, ‘Jesus.’  That’s how I held on.  Walking through the valley of the shadow of death I had a “vision of holding to a robed figure with a lantern.”  It was so important that people reached out at that time with real offers of housing or a meal.  “Let someone know your pain.  Someone who can soften that.  Ask: ‘Is there any way to soften this?’”  In contrast to this difficult moment, aging has meant feeling hope “that I’ve come this far…I like being alone!”  She looks to her kitchen window and the grassy courtyard.  “It’s very beautiful out there!  I thank God for the colors, the flowers, the trees, the mountains.”

When asked about her time at Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, Joan’s voice has a deeper tone.  She talks about “being able to gain a new understanding of the Indian people.  They are not driven like my kids are.  I admire the tribes for keeping housing, education and learning at the center --- and affordable.”  Joan states that during the trip “old stereotypes just fell away --- the drunken Indian, Indians content with where they were put by the government.”  Instead, she marvels at the buildings on the Reservation. New college.  New day care. New Health and Recreation Center at Rocky Boy Indian Reservation!  Joan’s hope? “that we keep this world together.” Joan sees that happening through “Jesus’ arms outstretched saying ‘Come on!’”

Jose (50+)

Triple Stones: Power, Knowledge and Understanding.  Al-Humdulilah!

Jose grew up in El Salvador and came to America during civil war.  Although young for an elder, Jose has faced and triumphed over potential genocide, torture, coyote smuggling and survival.   What has surprised Jose most in life is the “power of the mind.  Take New York City.  It was imagined in someone’s mind.  They thought it up and did it.  The power of God, the mind, is very strong.”  Imagining a better life for himself, Jose left the steady paycheck of a mechanic to become a guitarist and educator.  He teaches cultural rhythm, Spanish-English, and life skills to people with refugee, asylee, and special needs status.  He sings at major diplomatic events in Salt Lake City like the United Nations meetings recently held at the University of Utah.  In this truly professional capacity, he has accompanied LSS of Utah cross-cultural immersion trips to the border and to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.  “Rocky Boy memories are very, very special.  Rocky Boy made me appreciate my heritage and ancestors, my family.  I was neglecting my ancestry.  The moment there was sacred, eternal.”  It is life at Rocky Boy that causes one to reflect on tradition.  

“Good tradition is a point of reference.  Prosperity is known from this reference.  Still, tradition is not to keep forever.  It’s a reference.  Everything is in motion.”  Chapel in the Sky, an open prayer chapel at the top of a foothill mountain, really made an impression.  “I danced.  I felt the presence of all my ancestors.  So happy.  So joyful.  I was really with my ancestors.  I could hear the music, and danced beside them.”  It is to Jose that the question: “Why continue walking the path from here to Rocky Boy and back?” is asked.  “I speak for me alone.  Rocky Boy is a source of enlightenment; a deep place of sharing.  It has all the qualities to make a true exchange.  Just to go is worlds of learning.  It is the best University you can visit.”  As a result of the time at Rocky Boy, Jose integrated educational wisdom with his service to the community.  “I developed ways to teach children from this experience.  To see someone see something new!  It is so positive for their development.  Even grown-up people get thrilled with the learnings from this journey.  After sharing what I learned, the children come with answers and things so sweet.”  Hope for Jose is centered in God as Creator.  “My faith is strong and the Creator will get me through anything.  Allah has not failed me yet.  My strength.  My life.  This is the only source of hope and that is why I do not fear anything.”  What makes the most powerful difference in life?

    To get an understanding about what God is about.   What little I understand, really 

    has made a difference.  I always search for more understanding.  At Rocky Boy, 

    there is such beauty about sharing for the benefit of humanity; not to monopolize 

    knowledge.  Every person has such wisdom.  It is not possible to have the whole of 

    it.  We need each other.  Respect each other and grow in goodness.  Appreciate 

    the beauty of knowledge and contribution.  We all need help.  Nobody is perfect.  

    Pay attention to what God is teaching you all the while remembering that 

    knowledge belongs to God alone.  Nobody else.  We can get some understanding to 

    get by until we go back to the Source.  Just a little.  A little bit.

Ralph (90+)
Keep on protecting and living life!

 Ralph and I met for coffee after worship at Saint Matthew’s Lutheran Church.  The room is filled with all the generations, talking, joking, and playing.  Ralph turns to the interview with intense blue eyes.  He still goes back to Havre, Box Elder, and Rocky Boy Indian Reservation each year, at least once, and sometimes more often.  The congregational members joke that “its time to pray for all those on the road” when Ralph heads to Montana.

Ralph is a man of few words.  He remembers Rocky Boy Indian Reservation and the surrounding area with a love and dedication for the communities.  He was the hospital administrator of one of the two main hospitals in the area for decades.  He later worked for the Red Cross as an administrator in Montana and the western region. What does he remember of the cultural mixing? “It was important to have a good reputation with all people.  The hospital was known for fairness whereas the other hospital wasn’t so much.”  Ralph was no doubt very firm and determined about fair treatment.  He recounts that in the wild, wild West, a person had to learn to deal with rattlesnakes.  In a way that only a Westerner can recount, he mentions needing to deal with a few rattlesnakes out by the shed.

Ralph plays a popular internet game on the internet every day to improve his memory; and reports an incredibly high score.  It is no small thing that Ralph distinctly remembers with pleasure “meeting Tonto.
  My friend let me know to come by the radio station when he was being interviewed.  I still remember it,” Ralph whimsically reports.  Ralph, was an advocate for indigenous education on the Reservation at a time when that viewpoint was not popular.  He remembers worshipping in the same worship spaces that are familiar to me many generations later.

Ralph, also remembers his former wives with fondness, being a widower three times.  His last wife, Florence, was an especially difficult loss, as Ralph was the first person to be with and see her after her death.  His current pastor at St. Matthew’s, Pastor Young, was born at the hospital in Havre, Montana, during Ralph’s hospital administration; and it is Pastor Young, now serving at St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church in Salt Lake City, that reached out to Ralph to assist him with healing after Florence’s death.  “Pastor understood the weight of the loss, of finding her.  He helped me get out of the house again.”  Ralph has had occasional falls, and yet, remains certain of God’s presence.  In the worst fall last year, Ralph, a discerning and concrete person, mentions that he “saw angels waiting.”  He is certain of an after-life, and still, is not rushing to it.  He is a faithful attendee at St. Matthew’s Lutheran Church, enjoys mealtimes with the McCaslin family (also parishioners), and looks forward each week to coffee at the ‘guy table’ after worship.

Rae (70s)
“Relationally Being There, Brilliant as Autumn Colors”

I meet with Rae on a living room couch over hot chocolate, brazil nuts and fresh cinnamon rolls while a blizzard storms outside.  Rae, in her early 70s, attended the last retreat at Rocky Boy Indian Reservation traveling miles in a car through Utah, Yellowstone, Wyoming, and Montana.  “I remember the Native American Week parade and how delightful it was to see the parade right outside Our Saviour’s with Nolan and Rae.
  The mini-powwow at the high school with elementary to junior high school dancers really made an impression.”  The beauty in the land, the feasts with everyone like family, and the love shown on the Reservation stays with Rae.  “Why aren’t we like that?” Rae asks a few times during our interview.  When I press her for what she means, she states, “the kindness and tenderness the Chippewa-Cree tribes show everybody are a lot better than we are off the reservation.”  She sees the genuine, cultural ways of showing love as a beacon to other cultures; and in contrast feels that the “westward expansion” did a poor job of meeting culture to culture.  “We,” meaning the pioneer cultures, “we could have done a lot better.”

What matters to Rae, who is a widow, has buried two children and has faced all sorts of economic ups and downs?  “Well, this life has been a hard path. What helps is feeling the love and support; having real conversations; the experience of healing at the sweat lodge at Rocky Boy and having a rhythm to my day.”  Simplicity. Peace. Sun.  Seasons.  Autumn.  “Prayer can happen anywhere, quietly, and brings a great peace.”  She has faith in God; and finds hope in the possibilities of Heaven.  Beauty breaks in through “sunsets, children’s faces, the way parents can show love to children, and listening to people.”  Hope for the next generation happens in “places filled with love, like Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, really the love people show there is a light to the rest of humanity.”
Maryam (60s)

Experience the Joy of Bold Creativity!
Maryam has faced with valor and an extravagant style: poverty, her mother’s murder for oil-rich land which left her orphaned in lighter-skinned Big Mama’s home, the death of an infant son, children that struggled to find their way and many more things that are not spoken.  By far, her greatest joys and challenges came late in life.  As a younger student, she remembers slipping down pipes with her giggling friends to go out on dates.  As an older student, she went back to the University of Utah for a degree in Anthropology and Spanish.  She is a cultural anthropologist teaching through the art of music, painting, writing and story-telling.  The greatest challenges in life have been her desire for the artistic life, and the physical health struggles brought on by life’s stress.  She has faced muscular dystrophy, high blood pressure and blood clotting, and now cancer invades.  Even while writing these words, Maryam’s life is ebbing away in the hospital and she is fighting for breath.  Still, in the midst of these struggles, she brings all her energy to bear on the cross-cultural, inter-faith trip to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.

Maryam has no patience for high rates of anything as a woman who has faced

single parenthood on the South Side of Chicago, left a deadly life behind to become a “Muslim sister to the faithful Elijah Muhammad, God rest his soul.  When the problems arise, so do our spiritual strengths and efforts to construct something a whole lot better.  Those issues [unemployment, lack of health care] – all the things that say lack – won’t ever define us.”


She reconstructs her Rocky Boy time to interview artists for her writings: The Joy of Creativity.   She, Jose (her husband and guitarist), and Antonio, practice music into the wee hours of the dawn at Rocky Boy Indian Reservation.  They are invited to play their music at the grand opening of the new Arts Center at Stone Child College.  After students perform flute music, read poetry and writings, and share stories and humor, in bold style, Maryam gets up after the student Indian rappers perform, and raps right back.  The cross-generational style is so harmonious with reservation values that the music lifts the whole room from an already great place.  At the conclusion of the performances, the turquoise Indian-made blanket decorating the podium is gifted to Maryam up on the stage by the adult student mc’s.   She is the vision of a modern Virgin (after whom she is named) with the turquoise blanket wrapped around her like magnificent robes.
Maryam worries over thinking that any ground is more advanced than another though.  “There are problems here too.”  She mentions silence around drinking-and-violence-against-women.  Still, she listens to the Elder Sam’s words about Indian stereotypes, and discovers in the process a great respect for Indian heritage that is in both Jose and Maryam’s extended family lineage.  “I suddenly find myself loving a part of myself that I had tucked away with shameful images,” she states in amazement.  She reconstructs much of our education journey that year.  We stop at the New Health Center.  We make time to celebrate water with strong cross currents in the newly built damn.  It will mean life for future generations.  We take time at the school as education is one of the vital roots for Maryam.  On the trip she mentions that “one of the ways elders impart wisdom is right before they go on.  It’s important to really listen.”

This January, a year and a half later, Maryam struggles for breath with a breathing mask that forces air into her lungs at St. Mark’s Hospital.  “I want to go,” she states with the same boldness she demanded of creativity.  She has been the bundle keeper --- the person who remembers the history that is not written.  Her daughters, Fatima and Zahara, her son, Salah, grandson, Jaylen, and granddaughter, Jayda, Jose, her husband, and her newest grandchild of a few months, Denise Zahara, grace her bedside, as do a whole number of friends and community artists-activists.  “These past few weeks,” she stated just days ago, “were my crown jewels.  People just coming and celebrating art, what we’ve done together, how much life means.”  She is deliberate as she speaks the next parts: “I had a really good life.  There are three moments that mean the world to me.  Allah, my marriage to Jose, and right now.”
The “right now” includes the mutual ministry journey at Rocky Boy.  It is one of the rare memories, the gems, and the last cross-cultural education work that has been such a part of her life.  “It makes me weep when I see how the generations live together here at Rocky Boy, the care, the tenderness, being at home with the land you are a part of….We’ve lost so much.”  It tears at the soul.  It hurts to the bones.  It is crazy-making.  What could have been but what is not; it’s as present as the cultural home nestled in the Bear Paw Mountains.

Appendix III – Thematic Journal

Author’s Journal
 --- 2002-2008
For writers/preachers of the Word~

“[Ministry, steeped in God’s reforming Spirit] consequently subjects us to far greater burdens and labors, dangers and temptations, while it brings with it an inconsiderable reward, and very little gratitude in the world.

Christ is our reward, if we labor with fidelity.”

~Martin Luther, Preface to the Small Catechism, p.xii.

“Christians, thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.  Herein are comprehended all the commandments (Romans 13:9-10).

And persevere in prayer for all people (1 Timothy 2:1-2).”

“The Small Catechism – Section: “Christians in General.”

Where is Rocky Boy? and Sanctuary

Travel with No Expectations

Every time I land at the airport in Great Falls to begin the trek of about 109 miles to Great Falls there is the question: “What will be found?”  There are no expectations.  This time is particularly unique though.  I rent a car.  During the exchange between myself and the young woman at the car rental agency, she calls over her supervisor to show directions to the Reservation.  I can tell that she already knows as her pink marker has outlined the shortest way to the reservation.  Still, she wants her supervisor to notice that this middle-aged white woman is making an effort.  So she puts both sets of directions down on the map.

Then, after picking up some cooking supplies at Smith’s where the checkers still truly want to help you, I begin the travel to Rocky Boy from Great Falls on Highway 87 North.  Right outside of Great Falls, there is a lightening fire.  This is definitely new: the need to go through ‘fire and rain’ to get to Our Saviour’s!

Wait and It Will Happen

Those of us intent on going 87 North stay in a line for a few hours waiting.  Public service Indian and Northern European men and TV crews congregate.  More waiting.  I listen to country western music – the Montana station that has “good music with none of the b.s.” and they live up to it.  I eat my lunch.  I re-pack supplies a few times from the front to the trunk.  Almost two hours, and a new route -- redirected around the granary to an alternate short route to Black Eagle and then to 87 North – offers hope.  Re-directed we stop again.  Two men manning a large and small steam shovel recreate the road through the Spring run-off puddle.  The unmistakable odor of Spring-time floods through the air as I run through the puddle and new road upgrade with my rented Nissan Maxima.  There is no mistaking “Big Sky country, with great amounts of blue and white, puffy clouds and with a cloud formation signaling rain and lightening through the middle part.  Wide open prairie is like a bowl underneath such a sky --- grass, ranches, natural cliffs that fall a few hundred feet into a valley area with the Missouri river running through it.  This time I see the Louis and Clark and Fort Benton view signs in a new light.   I wonder what this world would have for view signs if every other cultures’ history was lifted up?  Or would there be signs?  I stop at the Loma Café for homemade ice cream.  Nothing like homemade ice cream.  (It also has the best pie, although I know I shouldn’t compare.)  On the road again, I head past the ranches, past the gas station and small bar, to the Rocky Boy Agency sign turn-off.  It is then that I realize that the girl’s volleyball team from last November won the State championship from the sign posted at the turnoff.  I go past tribal housing with clotheslines featuring fresh, flapping clothing.  I pass by Stone Child College with its impressive buildings including the Old Sitting Woman Building.  I slowly pass by the Tribal law enforcement office.  I pass by three small markets, one small casino, one small gas station and two tables spread with blankets and beaded jewelry and a truck selling beef jerky.  Father Pete’s home and congregation is just up the hill to the right.  I turn left past the elementary, junior and senior high schools which are within feet of each other.  Everything here is so cross-generational and attentive to seeing your relations throughout the day --- even the public schools.  After about two hours of total travel, I finally make a left turn and pull into Our Savior’s Lutheran Church.  The Church is on tribal land which shows a great deal of welcome and grace on the part of the Chippewa-Cree tribes.

Sanctuary

The first thing at Our Savior’s to welcome me is a wooden statue of Jesus, Indian, with arms outstretched.  I am home; this is sanctuary which in the Creator’s way extends from here to all the world.  Spiritual health increases exponentially; spiritual health and well-being is progressive in our decision, in our compassionate relations, in our homes, in our churches, in our supermarkets, in our restaurants and in our openness with each other.  It is always held in God’s hand --- and it is this holy holding that makes up what we cannot do by our hand.  Comings and going give the opportunity to pay attention as Jesus would as we stand in line, as we drive, as we greet each other, as we purchase something, as we sell something, as we live next to our neighbor and as new neighbors move in.  It is so important to stay rooted in the value of relations.

Dawn for an Evening Person

The dawn at Rocky Boy is spectacular.  The sun slowly rises in the foothills of the Bear Claw mountains.  At first there is the dark with twinkling lights.  Then one by one the lights go out as sunshine begins to slowly walk the land and rooftops.  The Tribal offices, the senior citizen center with flowers on tables and homemade curtains, the new statue for the VFW park --- a Chief made from recycled car parts, a Ford grill for breastplate and extending a Peace pipe to the world and to the Creator, the fire engine and public service rooftops, along with homes nestled in a small valley enclosed by foothills, become s-l-o-w-l-y visible in the light.  The lights of pick-up trucks and a bus engine and headlights are seen next.  S-l-o-w-l-y the village awakens to a sun-blessed morning.

It’s funny how I am Spirit-led to Rocky Boy.  Always attentive to Spirit-led wanderings (translated “where I am supposed to be next?”), I came to Rocky Boy to “plan cross-cultural gatherings.”  In a way I was really a Guinea pig.  What would white people be able to bear in truth? to bare from their own hearts?  Legitimate questions given the punitive nature of Euro-American systems and backlash – the process of increased openness sometimes turning to a hardened closedness.

Truthfully, at the deepest parts, I yearn for tenderness in any community these days.  The sign of light “more radiant than the sun.”
  The people of ‘Stone Child’
 Reservation have kept warmth alive; both for themselves and in different forms toward communities who visit from around the world.
  Spiritual warmth attends to the health and well-being of each person – two legged creatures – each animal whether two-winged, two-legged or four-legged, the earth, and the very stones.  “Imagine!  These stones heard Chief Joseph’s words at the Nez Pierce battlefield!,” Nolan reminds us as guide.

Pastor Ruth

In the first visit to Rocky Boy Indian Reservation, I meet Pastor Ruth.  Pastor Ruth, an unforgettable, powerful woman who had borne children, knew a life filled with simple things, was chosen and listened to the call to become a pastor.  I fell in love with Pastor Ruth’s earthiness.  I had never met a pastor who wasn’t afraid to swear at the right moment in an appropriate way; and who told it like it really was.  Upon finding out that her heart condition was terminal, (something she didn’t tell me in advance although she knew it when we met), Pastor Ruth refused to do housework from then on out.  (I love that about her.)  Pastor Ruth was a rare person and could see deeply into a person and know their deepest spiritual struggle, embarrassment, stoppage, hardship or hidden place and cast it in the most positive light.  I remember our stop at the Lewis and Clark trail overlook so that Pastor Ruth could smoke.  After listening to the few things that I had said along the way (few by our standards but probably too many things by reservation standards), Pastor Ruth pointed to an isolated white flower standing alone in the dust and rocks.  She said simple words that have sustained me over the past decade in some very hard places:  “Look at this white flower.  It lives against all the odds.”

The Wolf and the Saint

Over chili and cornbread from the Baptismal dinner last night, Pastor Arden reminds that our “sin is always before us.”  Even cleansing, confessing, knowing and accepting this unseemly paradox, let’s face it, it’s only a matter of time before the wolf is at the door.  And frankly, what seems to be “sainting or sinning” can in fact be the other; and a lot of the time who knows?  This thread connects us.  Martin Luther’s words from hundreds and hundreds of years ago (20 generations ago) that we are both sinner and saint; we are both wolf and saint --- “this is most certainly true.”  And that the wolf-side is promoted through human systems just shows the tenacious, voracious inherent nature of the wolf.
  To keep the wolf at bay, Martin Luther recommended daily prayer in the morning and evening and at all meals, daily recitation of the Lord’s prayer, the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and Duties; and daily reflection on the meaning of the water, the bread and the wine.

The saintly side, the healing part of us, is progressive too.  (Of course, this is only ever finished in beauty through God’s sacrifice, resurrection and grace.)  This is most certainly true.  Health is contagious.  It grows with abandon left to the saintly side; or at least it grows enough to healing the paradox of being both wolf and saint.  Stopping by at Stone Child College, Dr. Merilee mentions her recent journey to a hermitage from Rocky Boy.   She nudges my memory: “the ways are so numerous to the honey.”  Why do we worry? Fret? Grasp at things? It is so human to make the way too complicated and too hard.  We forget.  And we forget that we are honey! 

Going Back in Time and Cross-Pollination

Ideas come both quickly and slowly to Rocky Boy.  Since coming to Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church, with their cross-cultural hospitality and retreat ministry, one of the fascinating things to me as a social minister is watching how other communities entertain, work toward, and celebrate new ideas.  Utah is a unique place for social ministry, as is Rocky Boy, and the distinct and sometimes common ground is very stimulating, pollinating.  Here it is not a question about “should social ministry occur?” but rather “how will it occur now and in the future?”  Pastor Ruth worked toward a cross-cultural retreat ministry with the vision of the congregation --- cabins and retreat rooms are built now.  As I visit this time, I see the ancestors of the retreat trips and wonder how their lives have changed because of the Spirit-wisdom they received here.  And how are they? How are they really? – five years later? What would they say this experience meant in their lives? In life choices? In life directions? I know that my niece and two nephews and my sister-in-law (sissy-la-la) feel a deep connection here and when I mention traveling back each time they want to come too.  I want to bring back cds from Red Paint, a drumming group connected to Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church, to remind them of the heartbeat -- of their connection to all people.  Love, along with the survival, is written into our dna.  Love also goes beyond dna --- is truly universal --- beyond the beyond --- to the beginning and the end.  Love is the spiritual practice of forgiveness.  Love is connection to gratitude and generosity.  Love is reformation of being and thoughts into Spiritual manna for the good of the community.

Social ministry ideas surfacing and circulating this visit include: (1) housing for children removed from the home to be on the Reservation rather than experiencing cross-cultural disconnect on top of what is already really traumatic to the family entangled with government systems; (2) education, (3) housing advocacy, and (4) a retreat center for wide ELCA use.  Many ideas are considered and the few things that are supposed to happen, happen.

Ramblings in Favor of Comfort Food

Warning: This runs counter to Dr. Phil’s advice.

Abundant generosity.  The prayerful action of a simple prayer, or lifting a bowl or plate of food at mealtime, the lifting of the bread at communion, is such a grateful way to say that God gives us joy in the form of food, feasts, bread (manna).  The community feed or community meal that spills out from homes to community and from community into homes blesses the physicality of life.  This feast tradition nourishes and sustains the ability to go on.  The fruits of the earth awaken all the senses.  Every gift received by the body and soul is appreciated and transformed into “bread for the journey.”  Appreciation for our physical ability to eat.  Appreciation for the joy of eating.  Appreciation for good conversation.  Truly, Grace our table, O Lord.

The Next Generation – Pastor Ruth’s children

At the time, I am amazed at these beautiful, grown children surrounding their Mom’s bedside and their loving actions.  They came right away to be with their Mom at the last.  They read and describe pictures that the wee ones in the family have sent by fax to the Havre hospital.  Pastor Ruth is fighting for her breath --- with the same brave heart and lungs with which she fought for justice.  As she fights valiantly for breath, I wonder what to say to her that will mean something for her journey, especially for her grown children.  I lean over and whisper: Pastor Ruth, “What  _______ ever” which is shorthand for speaking “whatever” in the face of difficulties only God has influence over.  I imagine this is what she would say in this situation.  Her children smile!  In a few days, she goes past us, goes beyond us on her spiritual path, past her family and her sisters and her congregation – she goes with loud justice to heaven.  I can hear her in the mighty winds through pine and sage trees of Rocky Boy.  In fact, I hear her still --- where she liked to take her morning smoke if there were visitors out on the back porch.  I can see her looking up at the cross; looking over at the people that could bless this place if they so choose.

I see the deep love and compassion she has for her children written in the sinew of their hearts --- her heart to theirs.  All through the packing, the cleaning, and the funeral, their Mom’s farewell --- her children show such amazing ability to be tender with each other.  The loving give and take at frayed edges.  The sharing of pictures and memories.  The weeping and holding of each other’s hearts in trust.  Truly, I will not know how rare this love until later in the year, when I will see my own family ‘unravel’ at similar grief, an unimagined unraveling - the clamor for recognition, possessions, position at the places of vulnerability.  Love-between at a moment of great transition is a witness to the teaching and living of Pastor Ruth; a legacy her children carry like stardust in their bones. 

Word-ing can be like God-ing

Virginia Mollenkott spoke at my Seminary, well, yes, about 20 years ago.  She spoke about seeing our work in response to God’s love as ‘God-ing on our journey home.’  Holy movement, ebb and flow.  Sweet, caressing wind.  Stillness.  Prayer.

During Native American week I attend a lecture by Robert Murie, an Elder who serves as professor at Stone Child College, about “Respect for Language.”  Remember.  Ask the Spirit to be present.  Pray.  Thank teachers.  Take Holy care with: unspoken words, thoughts, spoken words, the energy between us.  Avoid gossip.  Avoid lumping everyone together.  Learn from each other.  Listen.  Thank the ancestors.  Thank God.

Merilee Russell, also a professor at Stone Child College, provides an opportunity for young poets in the rotunda in the later afternoon.  Indian Renaissance.  The poets speak prophetically of future justice, voice, fairness between, and a shawl dancer in the night sky.

The Mists

I am in the middle of my social service day at LSS of Utah.  I have a waking day dream of the water outside Pastor Ruth’s home.  In the dream there are mists rising.  This vivid ten minutes, totally awake, is like a dream.

A month later, I will be in Havre with Inez.  We will have flown into Great Falls only to learn that Pastor Ruth is at the Havre hospital.  We stay over night in Great Falls and then rent a car to drive out to see her.  The day dream makes sense now.  Pastor Ruth calls us to her bedside.  To be present as sisters.  To be with her children.  To be with the people of faith filling in the round church.  To hear the journey songs.  To weep.  To miss.  To mourn.

Beyond words.

Teasing

You know the video store is open if the neon light is lit.  Every time I go to Rocky Boy, I look up the nephew who watches over the mobile home video store on the corner.  He has a great sense of humor.  This time he has saved all the old movies that need to be returned in a bin as you come through the door.   He chuckles when we notice the large bin of empty cases.  The trailer has one wall of videos and one wall of dvds and movie posters and treats.  The bin, however, holds 6x the amount on the walls in empty dvd and video cartons.  This time I donate movies I enjoyed but would only want to see once.  In the process of dropping them off, I realize, I really need to donate movies that mean the most to me, and without expecting a discount or friendliness or any other kind of return to the gift.  This change comes about just by paying attention to this young man’s awareness and humor and silences.  I need to give my very best as well as what can be recycled.  I need to detach from material things.  This wisdom is so important for creation outside of us and for the vast creation within ourselves.

In 2007, the parade makes another powerful point in a teasing way.  Colorful floats go by.  The float most chuckled over is the float with the large white toilet, complete with white tissue paper carefully spun and pasted in small intricate flower patterns.  The caption: “Don’t flush your kids!  Get involved!”  Care about services, health, and education and protect them from a world that would make everything European/Euro-American or “whiter than white.”  It is a reminder that not only is there the need to care but also the need to change in order that the children do not cry.  We are called to change oppressive systems.  [image: image32.jpg]



We are called to battle oppressive moments and instincts; in the everyday moment, each interaction, always with a healthy dose of forgiveness for ourselves and each other; and always undergirded by God’s grace, God’s essential graciousness.

Creating Welcome

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in America realizes the need for welcome.  Welcome is important.  Bishop Mark Hanson lifts up hospitality and welcome.  It echoes in signs, celebrations, and books.  Welcome. Welcome the Stranger. Welcome.

In Ireland, every where you go people are very concerned about welcome.  You hear the same emphasis in the Gailic language and accent: “You are very welcome” or “One Hundred Thousand Welcomes.”
  The heart is loving, be-friending, and loyal.  There is an imperative to shower guests and visitors with hospitality.  Enjoy life together!  While I am visiting Ireland, a man and a small refrigerator are hitchhiking throughout Ireland to all the pubs.  At each place, the Irishman enters the pub and tells the story of hitchhiking with the refrigerator, who he’s met, and what the craziest times have been.  Welcome extends even to a refrigerator.

At Rocky Boy, something very old echoes.  God’s welcome extends to one who has been there a while as well as to one who has been there a minute.  Welcome is also what you create within yourself.  Welcome means cleansing what needs to evaporate.  Welcome means being appreciatively open to the moment.  Welcome means being both guest and host.  Welcome means taking no offense.  Welcome means being tender with comings and goings; goings and comings.  Welcome means God shining out God’s love through all the broken cracks of our be-ing; the cracks that unfair systems have carved upon our beings.  Some of us are doubly cracked!  Yet, God gives the balm to live with reality in a way that is beyond reality.  Daily bread.

Beavers and Perspective – A Prayer for Thanksgiving

The beavers on the Rocky Boy Indian Reservation are off limits to hunting.  And they happily gather brush, make damns and swim about.  How would history have been different? if we had said, “all humans; all of life, especially on territorial borders, is off limits to the aggressive and unnecessary hunt?” What would happen if we didn’t do “sink or swim?”  What would happen if we took weights off, instead of adding stones, when some strong people still manage to swim?  What would happen if we didn’t hoard but instead created the simple life and just enough manna for today?

On Blueberries and Bannock

When I see blueberries in the supermarket or in a field, immediately I see Sharon, Raneta and Lonnie (and now Lonnie’s young daughter).  Sharon is the grandma.  Raneta is the daughter. Lonnie is a niece and granddaughter.  When Sharon speaks, she always makes room for Raneta and Lonnie.

Sharon makes Blueberry soup and bannock for Pastor Ruth’s children and the packers.  We’ve been packing and cleaning and mourning all day.  The exhaustion in the room lifts when we see Sharon.  She and Pastor Ruth bottled these blueberries and more.

Sharon, Raneta and Lonnie care deeply about the men’s and women’s lives on the reservation.  Raneta works as an EMT for the ambulance.  She cared for Rebecca during our ½ hour ride from the Reservation to Havre’s hospital.  Rebecca, a Liberian new to Utah, and my pew-mate at Mt Tabor Lutheran Church on Sundays, had high blood pressure during one of our cross-cultural trips.  Looking back, the flight to new places, probably brought back Rebecca’s flight memory of three stopovers from the civil war in Liberia to Utah; along with her now high blood pressure.  Raneta is who you would want at your side if anything medically happens.  She’s wise, steady and sees your whole person.

Rae, who directs and guides the cross-cultural faith trips from Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church, talks about the widespread epidemic of diabetes in her family and on the Reservation.  Her sister has diabetes.  Attending her sister helps ease the pain.  Diet would help.  Medications might help.  Diabetes education posters at the Old Sitting Woman Building on the Stone Child College campus say that diabetes education is now a part of the community and Stone Child College studies.  Listening to each other in our communities grows health.

Spiritual Lesson

For the last decade, the next spiritual lesson awaits me here; and then some spiritual knowings.  This time, the learnings from Rocky Boy make me weep --- “Listen to God.”  All the voices that would: tell us, take from us, reject us, betray us, try to have us stumble, are not of God – when that voice comes from inside of humanity, or myself, it is not of God.  God’s generous voice always honors that we are daughters and sons, aunts and uncles, grandmothers and grandfathers, fathers and mothers, sisters and brothers, of God.  We are relatives, to the whole world, to the whole universe.  Living this honors God.

Healing Places

Rocky Boy has been a healing place for me.  It is a place bathed in prayer --- no one has told me this but I know it.  This has been the place I needed to be after my father’s death in my youngest brother’s arms; and when my brother, 3 months later at 37, dies in my arms.  The planning for both trips --- quite out of my hands.  Serendipitous coincidence.  I grieve Larry and Jesse at Chapel in the Sky, on top of a hill, where I can weave ribbons and tie them to the pine with a community of mourners that have left their ribbons, and a cross with ribbons, some time ago.  

Chapel in the Sky is dedicated to a girl named Amy Elizabeth by her family.  It is a worship place above the cross on the hill that is made from painted and carefully placed rocks.  It is a small hike.  I arrive forlorn at 47, that there are more people that I have deeply loved, and who have deeply loved me, waiting for me on the other side.  I put ribbons on the pine tree at Chapel in the Sky for my dad and my brother.  It is here that I can weep the tears that the congregations that I serve are not able to see or hold.  They’ve been held back and not by my own doing.  In weeping, the remembrance that I am not alone in this cycle of life --- other mourners have left their ribbons on the trees and the cross.  They too kept on.

There are clouds of witnesses.  Truth like this comes from Chapel in the Sky.  Hosts of people we have loved well, and people we will yet love, who wait for us, look over us, who we carry with us in heart memory.  

Connection is so much more vast than we imagine.

Continuous Healing


Like the lightening, God’s Spirit touches the earth often where there is steady, honest prayer, and prayerful practices and healing going on.  Prayer is who we are in the world and how we move with the world.  Places like this mend the past, present and future.  It provides hope when all else does not offer enough. “Enough” being defined by the person in need.  It is a place people know to go to.  I don’t know all the stories but I do remember an Adult Forum at Our Saviour’s Lutheran Church on Rocky Boy --- cross-cultural Bible discussion – Chipewa, Cree, Irish , Scot and Norwegian –  a profound Spiritual conversation that led to talking of our dreams, visions, healings.  People want to tell their story, maybe not publicly, but to converse and know the meaning of it.  The study ends with people inviting their new pastor to stop by for a cup of coffee to talk about visions they had seen here at Rocky Boy.

The Reservation is the Whole Congregation

The wider Tribe, Chippewa and Cree, on the Reservation, have significant memories of congregational life at Our Saviour’s.  This is where the families gather to bury their dead, marry their children, play the flute, engage immersion travelers, build buildings of worship.

My experience of Our Saviour’s also includes the whole reservation.  Witnessing the girls’ volleyball team inter-tribal match between Box Elder and Rocky Boy was a powerful memory.  Generations from the tribe coming to show their support of the young women on both sides of the game --- as a whole reservation whether you choose to stay on the Reservation for school or go to Box Elder.  Community celebrations feature the triathalon --- running, canoeing, riding --- celebration of water being conserved by the new damn for the community now and the community that will follow.  Always there is a good contest and continued life.  The giveaway year anniversary celebration honors Tammy’s niece, Joe and Roberta’s granddaughter, Sarah, who died too young in a truck accident.  Joe and Roberta gave their granddaughters ponies in remembrance of Sarah.  The beginning circle with Red Paint drums to call the Spirit down.  Rodeo, community feed, blankets to the grandmothers, candy for the children, and the inspirational music and Christian testimonies all emphasize the importance of faith in life and sharing that faith. Sitting as an unexpected, yet very much welcomed, guest raw with her own mourning, I can hear the slow healing of broken hearts, hearts split in two beginning to mend, between this world and the next.  The double beat and pulse of knowing there is more life to come.

Three Wee Girls

In Montana, winter cold starts in September, if not earlier.  Three wee girls come to the giveaway store.  Their mama’s sent them, they say, to get winter coats.  I tell them that they will need to wait for Rae as she runs the Giveaway store.  (It is so important to step back in reverence to those ministering in all kinds of ways.)  Still, the girls, in their sweaters, want to talk outside.  And yes, here I am in a coat with a hood.  They talk about their sister who is coming home.  School.  How they know each other.  Their sister is part of an extended family.  For one reason or another, she’s had to be in a foster home off the Reservation but now she is coming home.  They are full of joy about it!  As they turn to go home, I wave and start off on my walk with the reservation dog I’ve named ‘boyfriend’ that attends our journeys at Our Saviour’s. (Nolan, Council President, named the dog “Lunch” because he knows when to come for pets and food; not to mention all the Indian history with dog meat that makes this teasing especially fun.)  As I get to the end of the walk, these three girls unexpectedly turn in unison and yell: “God bless you!”  and run home.

When I get home, I ask Rae if the mom’s of the three girls would mind if we sent girl’s coats to the threesome.  Invited to do so, we have a great day getting the latest in girl coats with matching small purse/pockets bought in Utah and sent out to Montana.  It is a gift fit for the Trinity.

Acceptance

At the Native American week celebration --- the triathalon celebrates the opening of the new damn --- a team sport where runners, canoers, and riders participate in team unison, the experience of belonging.  A young boy, who shows signs of what the outer world would call ‘mental retardation’ is given place --- not only on the family blanket --- teachers and the families stop to talk, praise and lift up this young man.  His face shines with the love, the place, the honor that the whole community showers his way as we wait for the first runners to appear on the horizon that signals the first third of the race.  Living out the truth that all life is precious, well, wow!
For-Giving

Always fighting forgiveness, perhaps part of my Irish American upbringing, the VFW statue of a proud Indian means the world to me.  It is built of metal recycled parts --- like the breast plate has a Ford engine front grill built into it.  And if you take the time to look closely, the end of the peace pipe is extending from the Indian to all people and to the Creator.  It is a statue of a very proud Indian Chief that creates new humility.  In the face of human history over the last three centuries, how can one be anything but changed and humbled and challenged by this artistic embodiment of strength, vulnerability, and forgiveness? And Peace.

Cleansing

Sweet grass is needed here.  I feel it when I walk through the doors.  I am sensitive to cleansing these days.  The need to bathe, to prune, to sort, to walk a totally unfamiliar path, the confessional words during worship, discerning movement to give wide berth to what would not be in communion and/or lift the Spirit.  Release.  This past November, on a Sunday afternoon, I came home from church and find my brother --- my beloved O’Larry who dies in my arms and in my home (a brother young enough to have almost been my son), unbelievable grief.  In this state, by evening, I turn to the Wasatch foothills from my house and gather sage.  And I turn to the same book that I often use at Rocky Boy for retreats --- Out of the Ordinary
 and offer up prayers for the dead, with my husband beside me, for my dear brother, O’Larry.  I burn sage in my home to lift the unnecessary suffering and hurt, the powers and principalities that are not of God or Goodness, and to create welcome for my brother from one world into another.  I do not borrow things lightly or often or just because I have a need.  Asking God the heart question about what to do very occasionally means asking the Spirit to bless crossing over.  And on the other side of this, the willingness to share (which means knowing your own traditions and sharing your own traditions).

The Mutual Boost

‘The boost’ is like when we were children and you really needed to do something, but you couldn’t quite get there without another person being willing to see that you got ‘a boost’.  So another person, because you were not quite tall enough usually, would form a bridge with their hands and you would step into it, and if your wisdom had been true you would reach for the branch and swing up to a new level, a new outlook, a new stretch and more horizon.  I like the image of ‘the boost’.  There are five key points to boosting effectively.  First of all, it is so much more loving ‘to boost’ rather than saying “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” which frankly is not possible and seems ludicrous to say in a hard situation.  Second, it means hearing and seeing and communing with another person and their hope.  Third, it means judging if the other is offering a sincere boost and can be trusted for support.  Fourth, it means that it’s not about dependence.  It requires listening, and together reaching, for interdependence whether as ‘boostee’ or the ‘booster.’  This requires both people having experience as both a ‘boostee’ and a ‘booster.’  There is a spiritual physicality to this action.  Coordination between two and just enough boost and stretch.  Fifth, it means paying attention to the healing coming from every direction, every community, in a world where unnecessary suffering and not enough good air exists; and then moving in harmony with it all.  Paying attention increases the wisdom of connection, which is always available in the moment, it’s just that with ‘the boost’ we get to see it, splash in it, weep, participate, and abide with it.  After the boost, there is more good oxygen – above and below.

Baskets

In America, the Indian community honors, remembers, practices and integrates functional art.  As a young woman in her 20s (twenties), I remember the phrase in my early college years ‘that is as easy as basket-making 101’ meaning in social conversation that something was way too elementary.  Twenty years later, a trip to Kauai, brought me face to face with the ancient art of basket-weaving.  Our teacher had risen early in the morning and ‘shin-ied’ up a tree to cut the right leaves.  I take three hours and work up one basket that I still have at home because it took so much effort.  It is then, watching my teacher work, feeling the ackwardness of my hands with natural materials, seeing the more complex designs, watching beauty and functionality at work, that I begin to question this turning of the elemental into elementary by the academy.  Now as a mid-life woman, I attend Merilee’s course during Native American week on baskets.  She offers us chocolate in the first basket she has crafted.  She talks of making baskets for her daughter and son’s marriage celebration.  Then we watch a film produced locally at Rocky Boy that documents the ancient art of basket creation by Indian women with reeds.  Baskets date back 9000 years.  This is amazing and ancient functional art.  The introductory film, filmed at Rocky Boy, shows attention to the seasons, to the sources of reeds that will provide various lengths, color, design, and strength to the basket.  We each receive color bound brochures from the new Native American Museum in Washington, DC that documents the art and design of baskets.
  In the conversations in class, and in reading portions of Daughters of the Earth: The Lives and Legends of American Indian Women
 which talk about basket-making, the power of holding worlds together through the use of baskets becomes apparent.  Baskets are used for bathing the young, carrying burdens, holding seed and later harvest, storing foods, gathering items for the day and for the winter, and for cooking by using heated stones and water.  Nomadic purpose. Everyday beauty manifest in the design, weave, functional use.  Old traditional and new traditional patterns.
Connection

My Irish grandma, with dual citizenship in Canada and the United States, wrote to a Canadian orphanage for nine years asking for another child.  She did paper after paper, letter after letter.  She had two daughters.  She felt God’s call to mother some sons too.  After nine years, she just showed up on the Canadian orphanage doorstep.  The director of the orphanage greeted her at the orphanage door and then sent her weeping back to her motel room.  She wept all night.  Then, she got up in the morning and went back.  My grandma knew she was called to bring up a son.  The director, hearing the knock, opened the door.  He must have realized that this tired, pink-eyed, rounded woman was just spunky enough to say, “Hey look, even the dogs get crumbs from the table.”  He invited her in to choose one child from among all the children in the orphanage that day.  She chose my uncle who was Irish-Scot and Cree.  My grandmother cared for all five of my uncle’s children in her second half of life as he and his wife worked.  The grandchildren brought her so much joy.

Now, she waits for us on the other side.  She left me her mother’s ring.  It has her birth stone and four birthstones for each one of her four children.  Each stone is worn and beautiful in this old, gold plated, ring that worked in soap suds and dough and love for over eight generations.

Spider

I am sitting in the place on the porch where Pastor Ruth used to lean over conversation and coffee.  I often sense Pastor Ruth in the breeze as it blows through the tree nearby.  This morning though I am deeply disappointed.  I sense nothing.  Does it mean that that time of mourning and mourning connection has passed?  I sit down on a rough wooden stool over coffee.  I notice a spider web in the corner.  In my former days, I might have cleaned the web up and stepped on the spider.  Now, I look at the intricate weaving of this web.  I see a spider slowly start to crawl across the web.  Suddenly, a long and heavy gust of wind comes up and the spider is in the middle of the web hanging on for dear life.  Balled up, hunkered down, Spider stays put until the wind passes.  Then, the sun comes out and the wind dies down.  Spider slowly uncurls and continues the journey to the other side of the web.

I smile.  That is just what Pastor Ruth would have said to me this morning over coffee.

Looking for Grandparents

The best gift in life was that I was raised in the presence of my grandparents: my grandpa Red, my grandma Viv and grandma Gertie.  They all knew the meaning of quality time before it was a popular parenting/nurturing term. I learned about values shelling peas, learned about nourishment by using dry fertilizer at the top of the rows during water turns, learned about the importance of tradition through recipes that made the best chocolate chip cookies in the world and raised potato water cinnamon rolls that melted in your mouth hot out of the over, learned about sharing space while bathing in a round tin tub with siblings, learned about ingenious ways of working by pushing clothes through with a crank, understood miracles by taking rose petals to make rose lotion, learned about elder wisdom by peaking into my grandma’s cooking areas to find her secret ways of making an ordinary meal extraordinary, learned about the importance of getting things off the ground by climbing trees to pick the largest, juiciest peaches, understood teamwork by making homemade ice cream with a hand crank and a fist full of rock salt, learned about amazing additions to recipes to distinguish red cabbage, plum cake (kuchen), and punch, loved nature by hiking in the wilderness, joy visited me while sitting at kitchen tables to hear marvelous stories and fishing in the early dawn or hunting with bows and arrows and guns for deer… I remember my grandpa Red trying to coach the next generation in how important it was to make the way easier for the children --- all done over a homecooked meal around a green formica table.  Truthfully, these conversations had more meaning for me than the opulent 50s generation.  I don’t know if it is because it helps to have a generation between you; or if the money or Doris Day and Cary Grant movies got in the way.  I grieved decades when my grandmothers and grandfather traveled to ‘the other side’.  Not a day goes by that I don’t remember their teachings or use their wisdom.

It is Rocky Boy that teaches me a wider truth.  We always have grandparents with us.  The elders ahead of you.  There are people to teach you the way; just as you turn and teach the younger generations the way.  We have a responsibility to the next generations to teach them; accompany them; and care for them.  In some ways, you are not chosen to be an elder.  Life chooses you.   Still, to realize that we have a deep connection means being responsible in the moment with the generations that come; with the wisdom that comes to us from growing through tough moments, especially those moments that we would not have freely chosen.  Rather than judgements, can we make enough room for the younger generations to come into who they are? It is vital that we encourage each generation to learn, be open, be free from material constraints, develop values that will last beyond themselves like truly loving all people and being with oneself away from human-made noise, to go outside and learn from creation.

I am not sure if Northern European cultures had this --- although, I want to believe that it existed somewhere way, way back.  In a way it does not matter.  God come to us in Wisdom, in Jesus Christ.  We can learn this deepest wisdom of elders from indigenous, traditional people.  If we listen deeply, and begin to have true com-passion, accompaniment, and vulnerability --- God will bless all of us.  Sometimes this wisdom comes in stark ways.  I remember Gordon, Assinaboine Indian married to Tina, a Cree Indian, honestly expressing: “You have nothing that I need.”  This confronts the idea that Euro-American ‘material giving’ alone can be an answer.  We stand vulnerable before the cross, realizing that other cultures, will at times, have more to teach us than perhaps we have to share in a particular moment.

What a gift!: to now enter rooms with the wisdom to seek out my grandmothers and grandfathers.  I know to spend time with them is like accompanying Mary-Maria, sitting at the feet of Jesus.  It is the better part.  Sometimes, my heart aches because I realize that the elders ought to be in the room, but because we have devalued age in Euro-American cultures, the development or presence is instead absence.  Usually, though, I find an elder or two who has kept to the path. Sometimes they are homebound, like my neighbor Ruth,
 and I make my way over to her door and share coffee conversations in the morning; bring delicious treats like peppermints and rum-soaked fruit cake at Christmas.  I begin at midlife, to intentionally look for the younger person who enters a room looking for elder wisdom; the person God intends me to learn from and to accompany.  Sweet Wisdom!
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�For a more indepth look at metaphorical theology and the Trinity see:


Sallie McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987).
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�Ruth lived to be 80!  It wasn’t until her funeral, in asking questions to better preach, that I realized that she was Baptist!  Most mornings, I’d just go over, in my pajamas, before anyone else was up, and we sat and talked in our pajama outfits; watched the Family channel during the holidays; and enjoyed each other’s company without the religious labels.  Come to find out after some years, that Ruth, an incredible cook from the South, had married an Apache Indian.  He was the love of her life and the heartache of her life.  Her children, and grandchildren, and great grandchildren, four generations, lived together in the same home.  Inter-generational homes can be like small, dynamic villages raising and very nurturing across generations.
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