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An American Indian
Theological Response to Ecojustice

GEORGE E. TINKER

By now readers of this volume should be relatively aware of the
extent to which modern ecological devastation has put the lives and
well-being of American Indian peoples at risk. Indeed the bulk of this
volume has used particular cases studies from illustrative Indian com-
munities in order to demonstrate the range and intensity of ecojustice
concerns among Indian people in general: land, water, mining, toxic
waste deposit sites, and the like. It is ironical that those who have the
deepest cultural connection to American soil would be among those
most deeply affected by the modern, technological devastation of the
land.! Yet it is the painful truth that ecological devastation, while it
eventually affects the well-being of everyone, initially and most par-
ticularly affects American Indians and people of color on this continent
and two-thirds-world people in general more directly and adversely
than it affects White Americans, especially those of the middle and
upper classes.” As Ward Churchill implies, genocide seems all too of-
ten to accompany ecocide.?

There are those in the world today who regularly espouse an envi-
ronmental consciousness predicated on American Indian belief systems,
summoning images of a simpler existence with a built-in concern for
the whole of creation. This common notion that American Indian
peoples and other indigenous peoples have some spiritual and mysti-
cal insight on environmental issues confronting the world today is
usually an instinctive if unstudied recognition of the differentness of
those cultures. It thus tends to be a relatively intuitive truth-claim based
on little research and an overabundance of romanticization. Even those
who have had the opportunity to witness the poverty of our poorest
reservations, evidenced by the rusting hulks of worn-out automobiles
parked in various states of abandonment around reservation homes,
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con‘tinue to recite their own facile version of Native concern for the
environment.

On the other hand, there are others who have a more openly racist
concern for protecting the privilege of White power and discourse in
North America and who find ways to use their position and prestige to
deprecate American Indian environmental consciousness. Sometimeg
this perspective is packaged in the clothing of modern academic re-
search, typically by White scholars who use “Native American Studies,”
as Gerald Vizenor would remind us, as a “trope to power.™ Name]),r
many White scholars who specialize in Native American studies feel sc:
threatened by the emergence of Native scholars that they have used
their academic positions and their manipulation of the discourse more
to empower themselves than in the quest for truth. Other commenta-
tors in the largely White liberal ecology movement, as Jace Weaver
has already noted in the Introduction to this volume, seem to have
their own racist power agenda.’ Namely, there seems to be a lingering
self-defense {or defensiveness) among many in the more reactionary
environmentalist set, like Farth First!, that other peoples have also
abused the natural world—they just lacked the resources and technol-
ogy to do it as exhaustively as Europeans and Americans have done.$

The truth of the Native world is far more complex and sophisticated
than either of these sides would allow. This essay is, then, an atternpt to
begin a process of theological reflection that must finally be inclusive
of many more voices than that of this author alone. The immediate
need is to begin to delineate some of the complexity and sophistication
of Indian beliefs in general, while paying attention to the specifics of
different tribes along the way.

What follows is one Indian scholar’s attempt to reflect theologically
on the relationship between American Indian peoples and what West-
ern theologians would call creation and the contemporary ecological
devastation of that creation. The occasion for this essay, obviously
enough given the context of this book, is the conlinuing program of
the World Council of Churches’ program unit called Justice, Peace,
Creation (JPC) and the particular case study designed by the JPC unit
around the topic “Creation as Beloved of God.” It was around this
assigned topic that we assembled nearly two dozen Indian persons
from nearly as many tribal traditions for conversation in March 1995.

I want to move beyond the mere reporting on how ecojustice issues
uniquely affect the indigenous peoples of the Western hemisphere.
Rather, I want to suggest that thesc examples are indicative of a sys-
temic problem that is pervasively political and intellectual. The modern
“world system,” driven by the economics and politics of domination,
functions primarily on the basis of maximizing profits with only mini-
mal regard for environmental concerns. In turn, this world system is
sustained intellectually in no small part by the prevailing theologies of

AN AMERICAN INDIAN THEGLOGICAL RESPONSE TO ECOJUSTICE 155

the powerful churches of Europe and North America and the philoso-
phies taught in their universities. If the European and Euro-American
churches do not pay particular attention to these philosophical and
theological foundations, which underlie modern technology, econom-
ics, and international politics, and their resulting contexts of
ethno-ecojustice, then the political realities of interethnic and interna-
tional injustice and ecological devastation have little chance of changing

for the better.

“CREATION AS BELOVED OF GOD”

The first step in this theological refleciion has to do with langnage
and culture, and with the inappropriateness of typical Euro-Christian
cultural language for referencing American Indian cultural realities.
Three words in the assigned program title will pose problems for In-
dian peoples linguistically, culturally, and theologically—namely, creation,
beloved, and God. If Christianity is to make any legitimate claim to uni-
versality, it must struggle to overcome the cultural limitations of its
traditional categories of theological analysis in order to better accom-
modaie peoples with radically different cultures and languages.
Otherwise, the Christian enterprise is forever condemned to perpe-
trate imperialist acts of colonization and conquest.

Beloved

“Creation as Beloved of God” is actually very strange language for
an American Indian community to consider. Of course, it makes sense
in the context of the World Council of Churches, especially given the
scriptural tradition that understands God as typified by love in terms
ol the New Testament Greek word agape. But this is a relatively techni-
cal linguistic-cultural phenomenon that only works universally for
Christianity with careful translation from the Greek and ongoing edu-
cation. In a cultural world that has been consistently abused by
Christianity,” and one that has also struggled to maintain its own cul-
tural and spiritual identity, the technicality of Greek language translation
is almost completely irrelevant or even antagonistic. This imposition
of meaning is then heightened by the fact that no Indian community I
know of refers to God’s relationship with creation as characterized by
love. Of course, Indian peoples have nouns and verbs to describe emo-
tive-bonding relationships between peaple, but we do not, as a rule,
impute these same human emotive states, like love, to God. God and
the spiritual realm can be happy or upset with things that humans do;
they even have expectations for our continued participation in main-
taining the balance in the world. There is no sense, however, that God
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or the spiritual realm has any different regard for haman beings than for
the rest of creation, and there is certainly no notion of God's relationshi

with the whole of creation as marked by the human emotion of love b
. This is in sharp contrast with Euro-Christianity and its consistf;nt
interpretation of its sacred texts. For instance, most commentators on
the gospel of John insist that God’s love for the world Jn 3:16: “God so
loved the world. . . ") must be understood as love for human beings
T}}e Greek word cosmos, translated “world,” is usually interpretedgin‘
this context as referring only to the world of human beings. God’s
salvific act in Christ Jesus is thought of as efficacious only for human
beings, and, hence, God’s salvific love for the world must imply logi-
Fally that the world is here limited only to those who are most privileggld
in creation and are the proper object of God’s affections. The danger
of such privileging of human beings should be obvious. It runs the risk
of generating human arrogance, which too casily sees the world in
terms of hierarchies of existence, all of which are ultimately subservi-
ent to the needs and whims of humans.

In any case, the imposition of the word eloved functions necessarily
to negate or at least to falsify the traditional Indian understanding of
God and God'’s relationship to creation. If we are to insist that agape
actually refers to “acting in the best interests of another,” rather than to
the emotion of love, then we need to inquire seriously about the effec-
tlvepess of translating the Greek into a language like English and then
having to translate the translation before sense can be made of the
original. Thus if one wants to affirm that God always “acts in the best
interests” of human beings and of the whole of creation, why must we
use the emotive word love as the only suitable language for articulating

the concept, especially when that language usage proves to be foreign
to specific cultural communities?

God

God is yet another problem for Indian people except to the extent
that we have already been colonized by past missionaries to assume
that the word is an adequate gloss for our own naming of the Sacred
Other. To begin with, the word Godis a difficult word in modern theo-
logical and philosophical discourse, The givenness of its meaning for
European and Euro-Americans has long since given way to a modern-
ist and postmodernist angst that leaves the word without an immediately
agr'eedﬁupon sense. Much more important in this context, there is a
facile assumption that languages are merely codes for one another
and that a simple translation settles all difficulties. Hence, the questior;

too often asked of Indian peaples is: What is the word for God in your
language?
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Christianity and its sacred texts regularly impute to God attributes
that are intrinsically human-like, even if these attributes are seen as
somehow more than human in God’s case. Hence God is indeed iden-
tified not only as having emotions such as love and anger, but God is
identified as the personification of love itself. The intense sophistica-
tion of Indian tribal spiritualities takes a different tack. Namely, what
Christians would refer to as God is understood as a spiritual force that
permeates the whole of the world and is manifest in countless ways in
the world around us at any given moment and especially in any given
place.® Wakonda, who is ultimately an unknowable mystery that is only
knowable in particular manifestations, makes itself manifest first of all
as Above and Below, Wakonda Monshita and Wakonda Udseta, symbol-
ized as sky and earth, and called upon as Grandfather and Grandmother,
he and she. Wakonda, which has no inherent or ultimate gender, is
knowable only in the necessary reciprocal dualism of male and female.
Thus, to assume that the simplistic gloss God somehow is adequate to
translate and classify Wakonda (or Wakan Tanka, Gitchy Manitou, etc.)
into English immediately falsifies the internal, cultural meaning of
Wakonda for Osage peoples (or Lakota or Ojibwe, in the case of the
other examples). As a result of extensive colonization and mission-
ization, Indian people who would never do so in their own language
have become perfectly comfortable in referring to God as “he” in En-

glish.
Creation

Finally, the word creation presents problems insofar as it assumes
either the Judeo-Christian creation story or something like it. While
every tribe has several creation stories, they simply are not valorized
the way the Judeo-Christian accounts are in Christianity. To begin with,
the word creation is not a common usage in very many tribes, and when
it is used it almost always represents a convenient English signifier that
has no immediate referent in the speaker’s own language. Moreover,
when the word is used in a Christian context, it seems to Indian peoples
to connote a heavy dose of reification that is completely lacking in any
Indian intellectual tradition. That is, in the Euro-American context,
creation is objectified as something that is quite apart from human
beings and to which humans relate from the outside.

Another pronounced difference between Furo-American and In-
dian traditions is the usual assumption in the Indian of the pre-existence
of the world in some form. Thus most Indian story-telling begins with
the givenness of the world of which we are an integral part. Rather,
then, than conceiving of an initial creation that was long ago and has
little continuing relevance in a world in which only human redemp-
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tion is in process, Indian intellectual traditions conceive of the world in
constant creative process that requires our continual participation.

If the words creation and even createds have a distinctly borrowed
flavor in an Indian context, there is no easy alternative for articulating
what is, or that which we are a part of Some sense of what is at stake is
apparent in a Lakota phrase that may be illustrative. Mitakouye oyasin
can be translated as a prayer “for all my relations.” As such it is inclu-
sive not only of immediate family or even extended family, but of the
whole of a tribe or nation; of all the nations of two-leggeds in the world;
and particularly of all the nations other than two-leggeds—the four-
leggeds, the wingeds, and the living-moving-things. It is this
interrelatedness that best captures what might symbolize for Indian
peoples what Euro-Americans would call creation. More to the point,
it is this understanding of interrelatedness, of balance and mutual re-
spect among the different species in the world, that characterizes what
we might call Indian peoples’ greatest gift to Euro-Americans and to
the Euro-American understanding of creation at this time of ecological
crisis in the world.

HUMAN PRIVILEGE AND COMMUNITIES OF RESPECT

In the biblical creation story and in the ensuing Christian tradition,
human beings are significantly privileged over against the rest of cre-
ation. Indeed the relationship stipulated at the beginning of the book
of Genesis, as it is too commonly interpreted by Euro-American read-
ers, is one of subjection and domination:

And God said to them [the humans], “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish
of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing
that moves upon the earth” {Gn 1:28).
In American Indian cultures there is no similar privileging of human
beings in the scheme of things in the world. Neither is there any sense
in which somehow humans are external to the rest of the world and its
functions. To the contrary, humans are seen as part of the whole, rather
than apart from it and free to use it up. Yet there are expectations of
human beings. We do have particular responsibilities in the scheme of
things, but, then, so do all our other relatives in the created realm—
from bears and squirrels to eagles and sparrows, trees, ants, rocks, and
mountains. In fact, many elders in Indian communities are quick to
add that of all the createds, of all our relations, we two-leggeds alone
seem to be confused as to our responsibility toward the whole.
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I have long suspected that European Christianity has undergone a
millennia-long transformation that eventually put humans in opposi-
tion to the rest of creation. At the very least, this is signified in the
theological, philosophical, scientific, and economic struggle for con-
trol over the world, its environment, and its “resources.” This may
have begun as early as the time of Aristotle, with the birth of so-called
objective observation and description, an incipient scientific method.
It continued its development during the European Renaissance with
its neo-Aristotelian project of emerging taxonomic systems and the
control over the world that seems to come from naming and categoriz-
ing. The philosophical and scientific basis for control of nature was
initially rooted in the acts of naming. Perhaps the modern Euro-Ameri-
can need for exerting control over the world was most explicitly founded
by Descartes in a logical extension of both Aristotle and the Renais-
sance. Descartes most clearly announced the ultimate knowability of
the world and the human responsibility to do the knowing (and hence,
exert control).

This philosophical movement toward greater and greater human
control over the environment was paralleled by an ever-increasing
importance granted philosophically and theologically to the individual
in European cultures. This shift toward the ascendancy of the incfli-
vidual necessarily included a concomitant displacing of community
values. [ would argue that this shift meant not only the displacing of
the importance of human communities, implicitly devaluing notions
of the common good, but that it also meant displacing any lingering
sense of the importance of a community inclusive of nonhuman enti-
ties in the created realm. In the Indian intellectual tradition and in
cultural practice human beings are not privileged over the rest of the
waorld, nor are individuals privileged aver the good of the whole com-
munity.

BALANCING THE WORLD FOR LIFE

If we allow for a fuil translation of the Euro-Christian, cultural-lin-
guistic metaphor of creation, we are left with a substantial thougl'llt of
extreme importance to Indian peoples. What is clear to all American
Indian peoples is that respect for creation, that is, for the whole of the
created realm, or for all our relations, is vitally important to the well-
being of our communities. While respect for all our relations in this
world is critical for all Indian education, it is perhaps most reaclllly
apparent in the general philosophy of balance and harmony, a notion
adhered to by all Indian communities in one form or anothe?. Bespect
for creation emerges out of our perceived need for maintaining bal-
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ance in the world around us. Thus Indian spirituality is characteristi-
cally oriented toward both the everyday and the ceremonial balancing
of the world and our participation in it. When the balance of existence
is disturbed, whole communities pay a price that is measured in some
lack of communal well-being.

Once we have clarified the place of human beings in the ongoing
processes of world balancing and world renewal, there are two aspects
of what might be considered a general Indian theology that Christians
and other Euro-Americans might do well to note. They can be initiaily
categorized as reciprocity and spatiality. My contention will be that
attention to these two important spiritual aspects of Indian cultures
and what I am calling Indian theology can become radically transfor-
mative for the Euro-American system of values and structures of social
behavior.

Reciprocity: A Foundation for Balance

The general American Indian notion of reciprocity is fundamental
to the human participation in world-balancing and harmony. Reciproc-
ity involves first of all a spiritval understanding of the cosmos and the
place of humans in the processes of the cosmic whole. It begins with an
understanding that anything and everything that humans do has an
effect on the rest of the world around us. Even when we cannot clearly
know what that effect is in any particular act, we know that there is an
effect. Thus, Indian peoples, in different places and in different cul-
tural configurations, have always struggled to know how to act
appropriately in the world. Knowing that every action has its unique
effect has always meant that there had to be some sort of built-in com-
pensation for human actions, some act of reciprocity.

The necessity for reciprocity becomes most apparent where vio-
lence is concerned, especially when such violence is an apparent
necessity, as in hunting or harvesting. Violence cannot be perpetrated,
a life taken, in a Native American society, without some spiritual act of
reciprocation. We are so much a part of the whole of creation and its
balance that anything we do to perpetrate an act of violence, even
when it is necessary for our own survival, must be accompanied by an
act of spiritual reciprocation intended to restore the balance of exist-
ence. It must be remembered that violence as a technical category must
extend to alf one’s relatives. Thus, a ceremony of reciprocity must ac-
company the harvesting of vegetable foods such as corn or the
harvesting of medicinals such as cedar, even when only part of a plant
is taken. The ceremony may be relatively simple, involving a prayer or
song and perhaps a reciprocal offering of tobacco. Many tribes main-
tained very extensive and complex ceremonies of reciprocation to
ensure continuing balance and plentiful harvests. Likewise, there is a
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tradition of mythic stories that accompany such ceremanies and func-
tion to provide the theoretical foundation for the ceremonies.
Ultimately, all of these stories function further to insure the continuing
respect of the communities who tell the stories for all the parts of the
created world, all the relatives, upon which the people depend for their
own well-being. Even gathering rocks for a purification ceremony (sweat
lodge ceremony) calls for care and respect, prayers and reciprocation.

In the same manner, ceremonies involving self-sacrifice (typically
called “self-torture” or “self-mutilation” by the missionaries and early
ethnographers) also come under this general category of reciproca-
tion. In the Rite of Vigil (vision quest), which is very widespread amon g
Indian peoples of North America, as well as in the Sun Dance, the
sutfering the supplicant takes upon himself or herself is usually thought
of as vicarious and as some sort of reciprocation. Since all of a person’s
so-called possessions are ultimately not possessions but relatives that
live with that person, an individual is not giving away a possession
when he or she gives a gift to someone else. In actuality, the only thing
a person really owns and can sacrifice is his or her own flesh. Thus,
these ceremonies of self-sacrifice tend to be the most significant cer-
emonies of a people. While missionaries typically thought of these
ceremonies as vain human attempts to placate some angry deity, In-
dian communities know that these ceremonies are much more complex
than that. Rather, they are much more often thought of as vicarious
sacrifices engaged in for the sake of the whole community’s well-be-
ing. Moreover, they are believed to be ceremonies that came to the
community as a gift from the Sacred Mystery in order to help the com-
munity take care of itself and its world. Thus, the Sun Dance is
considered a ceremony in which two-leggeds participate with the Sa-
cred in order to help maintain life, that is, to maintain the harmony
and balance of the whole.

Hence, hunting and war typically involved a complex ceremonial
preparation before a contingent of warriors left their home. The Osage
War Ceremony, for instance, involved an eleven-day ritual, allowing
enough time to affirm the sacredness of life, to consecrate the lives that
would be lost in war, and to offer prayers in reciprocation for those
potentially lost lives.” In the hunt most Indian nations report specified
prayers of reciprocation involving apologies and words of thanksgiv-
ing to the animal itself and the animal’s spirit nation. Usually this
ceremonial act is in compliance with the request of the animals them-
selves as the people remember the primordial negotiations in
mythological stories. Thus, formal and informal ceremonies of recip-
rocation are a day-to-day mythic activity that has its origin in
mythological stories in which human beings were given permission by
the animal nations to hunt them for food. The resuiting covenant, how-
ever, calls on human beings to assume responsibilities over against the
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perpetration of violence among four-legged relatives. Even after the
hunt or battle, those who participated must invariably go through a
ceremonial cleansing before re-entering their own village. Not to do
this would bring the disruption of the sacred caused by the perpetra-
tion of violence right into the middie of national life and put all people
at risk."

Animals, birds, crops, and medicines are all living relatives and must
be treated with respect if they are to be genuinely efficacious for the
people. The ideal of harmony and balance requires that all share a
respect for all other existent things, avoiding gratuitous or unthinking
acts of violence. Maintaining harmony and balance requires that even
necessary acts of violence be done in a sacred way. Thus nothing is
taken from the earth without prayer and offering. When the tree is cut
down for the Sun Dance, for instance, something must be offered, re-
turned to the spirit world, for the life of that tree. The people not only
ceremonially and prayerfully ask its permission but ask for its coopera-
tion and help during the four days of the dance itself.

No model of development, involving modern Western technologies,
as far as I know, embodies or incorporates an indigenous ethic of reci-
procity as is found in Indian communities. It is not enough to replant a
few trees or to add nutrients to the soil. These are superficial acts to
treat the negative symptoms of development. The value of reciprocity,
which is a hallmark of Indian ceremonies, goes to the heart of issues of
sustainability, which is maintaining a balance and tempering the nega-
tive effects of basic human survival techniques. Moreover, as far as [
know, there is no ceremony for clear-cutting an entire forest.

Spatiality: Place vs. Time

That there is and has been historically a fundamenta] difference
between Euro-American and American Indian worldviews emerging
from different priorities of space and time has been long recognized by
American Indian observers of Euro-American cultures, even if it has
not been regularly noticed or granted by the academic specialists or
Euro-American observers of Indian cultures. These American Indian
observations were first codified by Vine Deloria, Jr., the dean of Ameri-
can Indian academics, in his 1973 book God is Red.! As I have also
argued,” it is not a case of one culture being marked solely by tempo-
rality and the other by spatiality. Rather, it appears that either space or
time has become the primary category of existence around which all
other categories are arranged. For Euro-American peoples temporal-
ity has been a primary category for many centuries, while space has
been a secondary category of existence, subordinate in all respects to
the priority of temporality. The sacred is measured in temporality, with
a seven-day cycle requiring the repetition of a ceremonial event (mass
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or liturgies of worship), most typically on the first day of the cycle, the
cycle itself being a relatively arbitrary, human designation. For Ameri-
can Indians, on the other hand, spatiality has been the primary category
and temporality the secondary.

In Euro-American (and European) philosophical and theological
history it is more common to see intellectual reflections on the mean-
ing of time; it is far less common to see intellectual reflections on space.
Hence, progress, history, development, evolution, and process become
key notions that invade all academic discourse in the West, from sci-
ence and economics to philosophy and theology. Thus the Western
worldview has an inherent blind spot that prevents any comprehen-
sive or deep understanding of the scope of ecological devastation which
is, in fact, accelerating despite our best efforts at “sustainable develop-
ment.” To do no more than propose “solutions,” such as reforestation
projects, without acknowledging this blind spot is only to address the
superficial symptoms of maldevelopment.

In contrast, cultural values and social and political structures in In-
dian communities are rooted in a worldview shaped by reciprocity
and spatiality. Indian ceremonial existence, for instance, is inevitably
spatially configured with place taking precedence over the question of
when a ceremony will happen. Even in the case of annual or periodic
ceremonial cycles, spatial configurations involving spatial relationships
between sun or moon and the earth are determinative. The spatial
relationship between the community and the sun at solstice or equi-
nox, or the spatial appearance or nonappearance of the moon at full or
new moon is more important than calendar dates and Julian months.

This foundational metaphor of spatiality in Indian cultures also be-
gins to clarify the extent to which Indian spirituality and Indian existence
are deeply rooted in attachment to the land and to specific territories
in particular. Each nation has some understanding that it was placed
into a relationship with a particular territory by spiritual forces outside
of itself and thus has an enduring responsibility for that territory, just
as the earth, especially the earth in that particular place, has a filial
responsibility toward the people who live there. Likewise, the two-
leggeds in that place also have a spatially related responsibility toward
all others who share that place with them, including animals, birds,
plants, rocks, rivers, mountains, and the like. With such extensive kin-
ship ties, including a kinship tie to the land itself, it should be less
surprising that Indian peoples have always resisted colonial pressure
to relocate them to different territories, to sell their territories to the
invaders, or to allow the destruction of their lands for the sake of ac-
cessing natural resources. Historical conquest and removal from our
lands and contemporary ecological destruction of our lands have been
and continue to be culturally and genocidaily destructive to Indian
peoples as peoples.
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There is, however, a more subtle level to this sense of spatiality and
land rootedness. It shows up in nearly all aspects of our existence—in
our ceremonial structures, our symbols, our architecture, and in the
symbolic parameters of a tribe’s universe. The land and spatiality are
the basic metaphor for existence and determine much of a community’s
life. In my own tribe, for instance, every detail of social structure—even
the geographic orientation of the old villages—reflected a reciprocal
duality of all that is necessary for sustaining life. Thus the Hunka or
earth moiety situated to the south of the village and the Zzi Sko or sky
moiety situated to the north represented female and male, matter and
spirit, war and peace, but they only functioned fully because they were
together and together represented wholeness. Spirit withoul matter is
motion without substance; matter without spirit is motionless and mean-
ingless. Once again we see reciprocity in a symbiotic dualism, this time
clearly configured spatially.

We should not think here of the oppositional dualism of gcod and
evil that we have learned to identify as typically Western (that is, an-
cient mid-Eastern). American Indian duality is a necessary reciprocity,
not oppositional. They are different manifestations of the same Wakonda,
not of two Wakenda, even though they carry personality specificity just
as traditional Christian trinitarian doctrine would assert. While they
are manifestations of the same Wakonda, they are different manifesta-
tions, both of which are necessary in order to have some balanced
understanding of the Otherness that is the Sacred Mystery. Indeed,
Wakonda has manifested itself in a great many other ways, all of which
help our people to better understand the Mystery, our world, ourselves,
and our place in the world. At this point it may also be clearer why the
European word God is inadequate to express the full complexity of
what we have only begun to explore in the Osage word.

Even the architectural geography of our spirituality functioned po-
litically to give the village group cohesion; it functions at a deeply
spiritual level that still pertains for a great many Indian people today.
While an Osage person may be either Tzi $ho or Hunka, he or she isa
child of parents who come from each of the divisions. Each individual
recognizes himself ot herself as a combination of qualities that reflect
both sky and carth, spirit and matter, peace and war, male and female;
we struggle individually and communally to hold those qualities in
halance. These value structures begin with spatial designs of existence
and are rooted in those spatial metaphors as fundamental mores of
commumnal behavior and social organization.

This is not the only spatial symbolic paradigm of existence that de-
termines Native American individuality and community. The
fundamental symbol of plains Indian existence is the circle, a polyva-
lent symbol signifying the family, the clan, the tribe, and, eventually,
all of creation. As a creation symbol, the importance of the circle is its
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genuine egalitarianness. There is no way to make the circle hierarchi-
cal. Because it has no beginning and no end, all in the circle are of
equal value. No relative is valued more than any other. A chief is not
valued above the people, nor are two-leggeds valued above the animal
nations, the birds, or even trees and rocks. In its form as a medicine
wheel, with two lines forming a cross inscribed vertically and horizon-
tally across its whole, the circle can symbolize the four directions of the
earth and, more important, the four manifestations of Wakonda that
come to us from those directions. At the same time those four direc-
tions symbolize the four cardinal virtues of a tribe, the four sacred
colors of ceremonial life, the sacred powers of four animal nations, and
the four nations of two-leggeds that walk the earth (Black, Red, Yellow
and White). That is, in our conception of the universe, all human be-
ings walk ideally in egalitarian balance. Moreover, Native American
egalitarian proclivities are worked out in this spatial symbol in ways
that go far beyond the classless egalitarianness of socialism. In one of
the polyvalent layers of meaning, those four directions hoid together in
the same egalitarian balance the four nations of two-leggeds, four-leggeds,
wingeds, and living-moving things. In this rendition human beings lose
their status of “primacy” and “dominion.” Implicitly and explicitly Ameri-
can Indians are driven by their culture and spirituality to recognize the
personhood of all “things” in creation. If temporality and historicity lend
themselves implicitly to hierarchical structures because someone with a
greater investment of time may know more of the body of temporally
codified knowledge, spatiality lends itself to the egalitarian. All have
relatively similar access to the immediacy of the spatially present.

ECQJUSTICE, SOVEREIGNTY,
AND A THEOLOGY OF LIBERATION

Given the fundamental differences between American Indian cul-
tural values and those of Euro-American peoples, it should be no
mystery that the relationship between the two has been consistently
one of conquest, colonization, and finally the eco-devastation of our
territories. Qur theological reflection must now move toward a sharper
assessment of the systemic causes of this ethno-eco-devastation from
an Indian perspective and toward the development of possible solu-
tions. We have already begun to argue that we must understand the
connection between ecological and social injustice in the world if there
is to be significant transformation from the current global crisis to a
healthy and sustainable future. Hence, it becomes empty quixotism to
think of treating ecological devastation apart from treating issues of
racism and ongoing colonialism, including especially those new forms
of colonialism some have called neo-colonialism.
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In particular, I am arguing that the twofold problem of ecological
and social justice is systemic in character, and that the concerns of
ethno-ecojustice must move beyond the mere naming of ecological
devastations that are affecting Indian peoples and other indiger%-lous
a‘nd poor peoples today. This is a point I can begin to illustrate with a
simple example. Over the past ten to twenty years many of us have
bfaen converted to the ecojustice vocation of recycling, a calling that has
p-lqucd our consciences as individual consumers to an extent that our
kitchens and garages have become dangerous labyrinths of plastic, alu-
minum, and glass repositories as we have committed ourse]ves’to a
new lifeway behavior. Yet our national situation with respect to gar-
bage disposal and landfill capacity has gotten consistently worse. In
spite of our committed new behavior as socially conscious individuals
the United States generated more landfill garbage during the decade:
of the 1980s (the decade we began actively and broadly recycling) than
all the garbage generated during the first two hundred years of its ex-
istence. Changing individual patterns of behavior has failed us as a
strategy. We need more holistic and systemic solutions, and systemic
solutions call for theological and philosophical foundations.

It needs to be said here that by a theological response to the sys-
temic I do not have in mind just another individualistic intellectual
exercise of the sort that has plagued our universities and seminaries
too much, but rather a theological reflection that is far more commu-
nal. Theology must become an exercise in expressing the self-identit
of whole communities. For this sort of theology we need stories rathe¥
Fhan treatises, essentialist discourse, problem-resolution, or structural-
ist puzzle-solving. Not even some post-structuralist deconstruction that
never seems to emerge from the text will finally be able to touch the

hearts and minds of whole communities. For theology of this magni-
tude, we must have stories. &

The Euro-Americans have stories, of course, but they tend to be
stones of conquest. For instance, Columbus is the quintessential all-
American culture hero, the perfect exemplar for the righteous empire
the “discoverer” and conqueror who knew no sin. Even Jesus, the mos;
important culture hero of America, has become a conquero; in West-
ern storytelling. The sacrificial cross of Jesus has become a symbol of
conquest that seems to encourage more conquest.” Thus the myth of
Columbus and the stories of conquest continue to play themselves out
with disastrous consequences in the lives of modern Indian peoples, as
the case studies in this volume all too well attest. ’

What Euro-Americans do not vet have is a story that accounts for
their history of systemic violence in the world and their easy proclivity
for rationalizing any act of military or economic colonization and con-
quest as somehow good. Instead, Euro-Americans and their elected
officials seem to engage in a behavior pattern well-known in alcohol
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and drug addictions therapy: denial. Too many churches and too many
politicians have lived out sucha denial, like ostriches with their heads
in the sand, as if such eco-devastation and national injustice and im-
morality cannot possibly affect them, living in the protected comfort
zones of American society." Easy answers that reflect some level of
denial are too often given: It is too late to rectify injustices perpe-
trated against Indian nations; too much water has gone under that
bridge. Or it is sometimes insisted that Indians are too small a per-
centage of the population to merit attention. We are forced, they claim,
to concentrate on the vast majority of Americans, 1o maximize the
good (and wealth) for the most people. This old Euro-American philo-
sophical tradition of utilitarianism continues to exert its powerful
influence on political practice to such an extent that abject racism
can thrive, rationalized as being “in the best interests of the state.” It
becomes all too easy to think of Indian reservations as “national sac-
rifice areas.”" Stories of conquest are complemented by stories of
ntilitarian rationalization.

Even in those cases in which we have begun to address ourselves to
community well-being and ecojustice, we seem to do so with isolated
strategies and a much too narrow focus. Especially at the level of theo-
logical reflection, the churches have not yet begun to deal with
ecojustice, let alone ethno-ecojustice and racism, as a systemic whole,
as a system of oppression rooted in structures of power that touch ev-
ery part of our lives. At the level of liberal political action and theoretical
reflection in the United States, solutions have still dealt typically with
“them” and “their” problems rather than with the “us” of the United
States and “our” participation in the ongoing story of world injustice.
As long as the liberal Euro-American story only includes Euro-Ameri-
cans in the role of moral conquerors providing solutions to others’
problems, the real root causes of the problem will never go away. That
is to say, even our proposed solutions have not been comprehensive
enough to address the problem genuinely.

In this analysis I wanl to argue two correlative points addressing
what I see as a key systemic aspect of the problem, focusing on the rise
of Western individualism and the systematic destruction of indigenous
communities worldwide. Further, 1 want to insist that the dismantling
of indigenous communities has happened at a philosophical as well as
political level. To put it another way, I am arguing that modern eco-
logical devastation is in no small part generated by the Western,
Furopean shift that devalued communal interests in favor of the in-
creasing prominence of the individual and that this shift can be
measured in the lack of political and economic respect and the lack of
theoretical recognition given to the legitimacy of self-governing, au-
tonomous, long-lived indigenous communities. Let me state the
argument as provocatively as possible.
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Individualism and Western Development

First, the Western commitment to individualism colors all of th
West's intellectual and theoretical posturing, whether theolo h'e
losophy, political theory, politics, or law. For Euro-Ameri%);np n
particular, the corporate level of denial is rooted in a cultural flaw :h::
emerges from a trajectory that has its beginning in the later philoso-
phies of the Hellenistic period and continues through the EII.I)I”O ea
reformations to modern notions of American hegemony in the “}I)\Ie\»ltlr
World Order.” From the Stoics in particular, but also the Epicurean
fanc! Skeptics of the third century Bce, the shift to the prominence of ths
individual can be traced through philosophic and religious moveme tse
While the Stoics shifted their discourse from a search for the comn‘rllonl
good to a search for the wise individual, religious movements of the
first century BCE began a simnilar shift toward concern for the individual
As the focus of the old Mediterranean cults shifted away from commu-
nal well.-being, the so-called mystery religions introduced a newl
developing concern for individual salvation. This theological shift even)i
tually also won the heart of Greco-Roman Christianity.

Modern theologies of all of our churches continue this overweenin,
concern for the individual and the individual’s need for, and im edf
ments to, salvation and well-being. Thus, our systemic i;lterpretal:t]ions
Fend 'li.kewise to emphasize individualistic analyses: The problem is
1d-e.r1l1f1ed as original sin or, in its secularized version, the individual
failings of human beings. Even our interpretations of sac,red texts—them-
'se]ves far less invested in the West’s individualism—are regularl
1.nterpreted from the individualist perspective. For instance thegs no Y
tic gofspels’ metaphoric paradigm for the good—the goal oi: all lif)f,e t}IIDE
bgszlem tou theou (usually translated as the “kingdom of God”)—is con-
sistently interpreted in individualistic terms. The basileia, we are told
has' to do with the individual’s relationship with God or with the
individual’s call to decision. Any notion of it being many people to-

gether, or all peoples, or all of creation, is little mentionec{m ’

. Moreover, this problematic is not exclusive to theological educa-
tion but extends to all academic disciplines in the humanities and social
sclen.ces, such as political theory, international law, economics, and
the like. The culture of the West (European and Euro-American’) is a
culture of the individual, and, through modern colonialist institutions
_(such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund), the
imposition of this culture of individualism is quickly being extel;ded
throughout the colonized {Two-thirds) world via economic and politi-
;al c.leveloprnent policies. In the ongoing discourse about human rights
for.msltance, most would argue for understanding such rights in term;
of individual rights while vehemently denying extension of the cat-
egory to groups. Human rights are, by definition, the inherent rights of
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individuals and not rights of culturally discrete, indigenous national
communities. Hence, the cultures of these communities can be de-

stroyed with impunity. d
Statism and Indigenous Sovereignty

Second, I want to argue that the very emergence and eventual domi-
nance of the modern state and the concomitant degradation of
indigenous national entities contribute significantly to our situation of
ecological injustice and devastation.” It should not be surprising that
indigenous cultural groups, being fundamentally defined by their
communitarian values and communal coherence, have been consis-
tently attacked and destroyed by colonial intruders who usurp their
Jands and resources. Yet it needs to be said that the conquest of indig-
enous peoples has not been merely a military, political or economic
colonization, but that the conquest has been equally engaged at the
intellectual and philosophical level. Natural, self-governing national
entities have given way to new larger and more centralized, but artifi-
cial, government structures identified in common parlance as the
“modern state.”

It is symptomatic that modern political theory has little interest in
defining the appropriate place of indigenous nations in relationship to
nation-states. To the contrary, it is assumed that the states have some
natural sovereignty over their defined territories, even if their territo-
rial claims wholly include ancient indigenous nations that have never
relinquished their own sovereignty (o that state. In general in our criti-
cal analyses and in our imagination of solutions, we Natives tend to
concede too much to modern state systems and institutions. We as-
sume too readily the authenticity and validity of the state and the broad

bureaucratic institutions formally and informally associated with it—
including our modern denominational structures.

The systemic nature of the problem as it relates to American Indi-
ans becomes apparent in the continual and progressive erosion of Indian
national sovereignty and self determination over the past five hundred
years. This erosion began the moment that Columbus first claimed
Indian land as the property of his Spanish monarchs. It was unabated
as the liberal Bartolomé de Las Casas insisted on the peaceful con-
quest of Indian peoples as the rightful subjects of those same menarchs.

And it continued in nineteenth-century U.S. jurisprudence and legisla-
tion that legally canonized the «domestic” and “dependent” nature of
Indian sovereignty, wholly dependent on and accountable to the ple-
nary power of the U.S. Congress.” Today, Indian sovereignty has
become a shadow of its former self that invariably shrinks with each
new incursion of the U.S. government and multinational corporate
power brokers interested in wresting natural resources away from one
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Indian nation or another at unreasonably cheap prices to themselve
and equally unreasonably high long-term costs to those nations in te .
of their environmental well-being.* e

To extend the analysis of the problem a step further, the pover
that has consistently plagued Indian peoples since the ’onslaughl Z'
cc'mquest is a natural result of colonization experienced by the colo-
nized throughout the world. And postmodernist deconstruction seem
to have little creative effect on the colonizer or on the colonized—exs-’
cept that we, the colonized, continue to experience the deconstruction
of our cultures, our ecosystems, whatever is left of our Native econo-
mies and our internal sustainability.

With a poverty level that puts American Indians at the bottom of
nearly every social indicator, we suffer a resulting level of community
dysfunctionality that increases our lack of sustainability and makes us
al'l the more susceptible to external political and economic power. In-
dian unemployment is stuck chronically at more than 50 percent across
the continent.? Per capita income is the lowest of any ethnic commu-
nity in the United States. Indian longevity figures are twenty years less
than the American average. The infant mortality rate is the highest of
any group in the United States. And diseases like tuberculosis {nearl
cradicated for most of the U.S. population) and diabetes occur at sevel);
afnd six times the average U.S. rates.” In some states (like Montana or
bo.uth Dakota) Indian inmates number more than half of the state’s
prison population, even though Indians in the state account for less
than 10 percent of the total population in the state.

Given statistics such as these, we have precious few political, legal
or even intellectual resources on which to capitalize or for cont;olling’
our immense natural resources.” (M course, the cultural-economic
question for Indian nations may be not only how we develop natural
resources but whether we feel that they can be respectfully developed
and exploited at all. The continuing reality of our oppression, how-
ever, leaves this a moot point, because our poverty leaves us w;th few
defenses against the pressures brought to bear on our communities
fr.0m the outside. Hence, the prior question is one of Indian sover-
eignty, for the sake of reclaiming Indian community sustainability, first
of all, but, so I shall argue, for the sake perhaps even for the hea]th, and
sustainability of the world community as well.

Indians want life. We do not just want mere existence, that is, life in
the sense of simple biological survival. What we want is life’in the
sense of self-sufficient, cultural, spiritual, political, and economic
sustainability—on our own terms. At this late date, the question is not
whether Indian peoples should have the right to self-determining au-
tonomy, but how our communities can regain this rightful heritage
without the continuing colonial pressure to feed the consumptive hab-
its of White America. We believe that the larger justice issue involved
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is one of both political hegemony and ecological survivability. The
answer to this systemic problem may contain part of the answer to
sustainability for all people on this earth.

My suggestion that we take the recognition of indigenous sover-
eignty as a priority is an overarching one that involves more than simply
justice for indigenous communities around the world. Indeed, such a
political move will necessitate a rethinking of consumption patterns in
the North, and a shift in the economics of the North will cause a con-
comitant shift also in the Two-thirds World of the South. The relatively
simple act of recognizing the sovereignty of the Sioux Nation and re-
turning to it all state-held lands in the Black Hills {for example, National
Forest and National Park lands; would generate immediate interna-
tional interest in the rights of indigenous, tribal peoples in all state
territories. In the United States alone it is estimated that Indian nations
still have legitimate (moral and legal} claim to some two-thirds of the
U.S. land mass.** Ultimately, such an act as return of Native lands to
Native control would have a significant ripple effect on other states
around the world where indigenous peoples still have aboriginal land
claims and suffer the ongoing results of conquest and displacement in
their own territories.

American Indian cultures and values have much to contribute in
the comprehensive reimagining of the Western value system that has
resulted in our contemporary ecojustice crisis. The main point that
must be made is that there were and are cultures that take their natural

environmenl seriously and attempt to live in balance with the created
whole around them in ways that help them not overstep environmen-
tal limits. Unlike the West's consistent experience of alienation from
the natural world, these cultures of indigenous peoples consistently
expericnced themselves as part of that created whole, in relationship
with everything else in the world. They saw and continue to see them-
selves as having responsibilities, just as every other creature has a
particular role to play in maintaining the balance of creation as an
ongoing process. This is ultimately the spiritual rationale for annual
ceremonies like the Sun Dance or Green Corn Dance. As another ex-
ample, Lakota peoples planted cottonwoods and willows at their
campsites as they broke camp to move on, thus beginning the process
of reclaiming the land humans had necessarily trampled through habi-
tation and encampment.

We now know that indigenous rainforest peoples in what is today
called the state of Brazil had a unique relationship to the forest in which
they lived, moving away from a cleared area after farming it to a point
of reduced return and allowing the clearing to be reclaimed as jungle.
The group would then clear a new area and begin a new cycle of pro-
duction. The whole process was relatively sophisticated and functioned
in harmony with the jungle itself. So extensive was their movement
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that some scholars are now suggesting that there is actually very little
of what might rightly be called virgin forest in what had been consid-
ered the “untamed” wilds of the rainforest.

What I have described here is more than just a coincidence or, worse,
some romanticized falsification of Native memory. Rather, 1 am insist-
ing that there are peoples in the world who live with an acute and
cultivated sense of their intimate participation in the natural world as
part of an intricate whole. For indigenous peoples, this means that when
they are presented with the concept of development, it is sense-less. Most
significantly, one must realize that this awareness is the result of self-
conscious effort on the part of traditional American Indian national
communities and is rooted in the first instance in the mythology and
theology of the people. At its simplest, the worldview of American
Indians can be expressed as Ward Churchill describes it:

Human beings are free (indeed, encouraged) to develop their
innate capabilities, but only in ways that do not infringe upon
other elements—called “relations,” in the fullest dialectical sense
of the word—of nature. Any activity going beyond this is consid-
ered as “imbalance,” a transgression, and is strictly prohibited.
For example, engineering was and is permissible, but only inso-
far as it does not permanently alter the earth itself. Similarly,
agriculture was widespread, but only within norms that did not
supplant natural vegetation.”

Like the varieties of species in the world, each culture has a contri-
bution to make for the sustainability of the whole, Given the reality of
eco-devastation threatening all of life today, the survival of American
Indian cultures and cultural values may make the difference for the
survival and sustainability for all the earth as we know it. What I have
suggested implicitly is that American Indian peoples may have some-
thing of value—something corrective to Western values and the modemn
world system—to offer to the world. The loss of these gifts, the loss of
the particularity of these peoples, today threatens the survivability of
us all. What I am most passionately arguing is that we must commit to
the struggle for the just and moral survival of Indian peoples as the
peoples of the earth, and that this struggle is for the sake of the earth
and for the sustaining of all of life. It is now imperative that we change
the modern value of acquisitiveness and the political systems and eco-
nomics that consumption has generated. The key to making this massive
value shift in the world system may lie in the international recognition
of indigenous political sovereignty and self-determination. Returning
Native lands to the sovereign control of Native peoples around the

world, beginning in the United States, is not simply just; the survival of
all may depend on it.
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We have suggested that an appropriate theologic.:al response must
emerge from communities rather than from the minds of mdlwd‘ual
intellectuals, and that these theological responses to the modern crises
of ecological and social devastation must thus begirf as a story of exist-
ence that can move us beyond the West’s usual stories of conquest. Yet
having said this much, a word of caution must be added. Any emer-
gent story or theological response must be careful not to fal] into the
trap of becoming just another layer of the conquest mOtlf.' Even the
“common” creation story, currently in vogue among many i the eco-
logical movement, runs the risk of being conquest-oriented. It is common only
insofar as it has been able to impose itself on others, to conquer the
stories of others. o

Imagine two Indian communities separated by a mountz?.m ridge.
While each considers its council fire, located in the center of its V::llle.y,
10 be the center of the universe and tells stories of creation to verify its
reality, they know one another quite well. When visitors from one com-
munity visit the other community, they also recognize the .truth of their
neighbors’ stories and their claim. Sometimes a single truth is not enough
to explain the balance of the world around us. o

Yet we need communal stories that can generate “functlona.l the-
ologies, or, better yet, functional mythologies, that will undergn_'d the
life of the community {(the lives of communities) in new a'nd vibrant
ways. The contemporary crisis calls for imagining new stories that can
generate life and not conquest—whether cultural, military, economic,
or intellectual!
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Afterword

Where Do We Go from Here?
THOM WHITE WOLF FASSETT

PRELUDE

The Pomo sacred basket has an important place in the moral and
cultural development of Pomo children. These water-tight, bright-
plumed baskets provided a schooling for young girls that could be
obtained in no other manner. Working with sedge, willow, pine root,
cedar root, redbud, feathers, and other materials, the California Pomo
Indian woman produced what anthropologists and ethnologists have
acknowledged as the finest basket made by any people in the world.
European observers noted the method of construction and commented
on the brilliance of the plumes and the complexity of the patterns.
Many of the descriptions were recorded as a scientific measure de-
signed to preserve in the memory of history the wonderful craft and
the women who made them. In their documentation, however, they
were never able to capture the essence of Pomo basketry.

Few observers know that the Pomo creation story tells of the birth of
the people coming to earth in a basket. The infant Pomo girl even lived
in a basket which was probably the same one used by her mother and
grandmother. For Indian girls to learn how to weave a basket was to
iearn about the Creator and all of creation. First, she learned to distin-
guish among various plants; some were used for baskets, others for
food and medicine. As she learned about food plants, she also learned
about baskets used in food preparation. Because it took nearly a year
to gather the materials for the construction of the basket, the young girl
learned about the seasons and her place in relation to her family, her
tribe, other people, the natural world, and her Creator.

Perhaps the most important lesson she learned was that the earth
was Mother to us all, provided by a great Creator for all of the people.
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