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I am pleased once again to have the opportunity to pretend for a few minutes that I am a minister. As a youth, I had several dreams that didn’t work out – playing shortstop for the Chicago White Sox, playing wide receiver for the Chicago Bears, and becoming a Unitarian minister among them. I also wanted to become a writer, which has worked out to some degree. I learned a valuable writing lesson recently, when I read a brief article about how the potato changed world history, by the famed historian William McNeil. He had written his Ph.D. dissertation on the subject, but neglected it for a long time as he wrote major tomes on European history. But nearly half a century later he synopsized his knowledge in this article. He commented at the end, “I take particular pleasure on this occasion in summarizing the argument of the book I never wrote without doing any of the detailed research needed to support my hasty, but, I think, indisputable conclusions.”
 It is rather as I envision a grandparent’s role – you get to play with the children until they act up, then they go back to mom and dad. The fun parts without the responsibility. The American dream in some ways. That’s how I view this opportunity. I get to provide the sermon without the responsibilities of running the church, and I only have to do it once a year.

In fact, the late Lakota theologian and scholar Vine Deloria Junior once observed that a major problem in the United States is that we are a rights based society and not a responsibility based society. He meant that we demand our rights but often fail to accept the responsibilities that go with them. That attitude, while not universal in the nation, is still problematic. And it provides a useful framework to think about the issues I would like to discuss today, issues related to Native American sacred places.

Last week I spent some time in East Glacier Park, and while there I took my skis up into the Two Medicine area of the Blackfeet Reservation and Glacier National Park. The road into the park is not plowed, so it makes a nice trail for cross country skiing. The day I went up there the air was still – a rarity in that part of the mountains. The sun shone brightly off the whitenened peaks – the snow still heavily blankets that part of the state right now. Silence engulfed the air except when a hardy chickadee flitted between the aspen trees. As an individual standing dwarfed by the forces around me there, I was overwhelmed by the beauty and power and magnificence of creation, and I reflected briefly on the people who had lived in the area for thousands of years. Since my wife and my children are Blackfeet, this reflection has a very personal meaning to me. However, I should also add that my observations are those of both a scholar and someone outside of the tribal tradition looking in.

Although until lately scholars had proposed that the Blackfeet had migrated from the east only a couple of centuries ago, archeologists have increasingly confirmed tribal mythological and historical stories, and proven through their scientific study that the Blackfeet and the groups from which they derived have lived on the Rocky Mountain front on both sides of the U.S.-Canadian border for thousands of years. That means they have been intimately related to and knowledgeable of the landscape there for thousands of years. That landscape has long defined their world in physical, mythological, economic and spiritual terms. In fact the Blackfeet word for landscape, awasin, defines it as all those things and more. 


Native American religions, in general (and overly simplistic) terms, are space and place based. Land and the resources on it are sacred to Native Americans, but in a variety of ways and on various levels. In many Native American cultures, the spirit of life exists not only in plants and animals, but in things the western world refers to as inanimate, including such things as rocks, shells, the air, and earth itself. This animacy helps define the traditional religious world view of many Native Americans. This life spirit can sanctify parts of the world that many of the rest of us pay little attention to. In this broad sense then the landscape and the pieces of the earth that make it up are viewed as sacred by some traditional religious practitioners in some Native American communities.

Other places are sacred in a different sense, however. In the traditional worlds of many Native American people, supernatural beings interact with humans. In some cases priests or religious leaders can interact with these powerful beings, yet in many tribes, individual people also may have interactions with the sacred powers. These interactions often occur during dreams, otherwise known as visions. Occasionally these dreams occur to people out of the blue, but in most cases they happen after careful preparation.
In some Plains Indian societies for example an individual will go on a vision quest only after following prescribed practices that involve the whole family or even a significant segment of the community. Preparations may include fasting and other types of abstinence, purification, prayers, and guidance from experienced leaders. Often the quest will be made over a period of days at a specific place. In many cases this is a place visited since time immemorial. Tribal members know that such places are likely places to achieve success because it has happened that way for generations. Why? Because these are places that the supernatural beings inhabit, at least on occasion. When human beings come seeking guidance, and come properly prepared, and pray properly, the supernatural may intercede on their behalf.

Often times when a supernatural being visits an individual during this vision, it comes in a form that is familiar to the person. It may be a specific animal, or a plant, or even a special rock that gives the human being access to protective and supportive powers that the individual may call upon during his or her entire life. When such a dream comes to a Blackfeet individual, for example, the individual receives instructions, that may need the interpretation of a holy person. Those instructions tell the person the ways in which to honor the power that has been brought to him and the ways to call upon that power in times of need.

For example if the person is visited by an animal in his dream, he will be instructed as to what specific image of the animal to paint on the outside of his lodge or teepee. On one side he will paint the male image, and on the other, the female image. Blackfeet religious practice and ceremony has this complementary relationship between the female and the male. As we saw in the story for all ages, other images will be painted on the Blackfeet lodge, including the image of the stars that represents the lost children, or the pleiades as we refer to the constellation.

The Northern Peigan archaeologist Eldon Yellowhorn of Simon Fraser University was in town this past week as the President’s lecturer for the annual Charter Day ceremonies at the University of Montana. In his talk, which I unfortunately missed because I was in East Glacier, he told how he is studying mythology scientifically. He has connected the sky changes of the lost children to the advent of successful, large scale bison hunting on the plains; the story as he learned it includes a description of how the children lead the people back to their food source every year – when the constellation is at its lowest point in the western sky, “at sunset,” it is time to begin the bison hunt.
 And so the sacred imagery represents aspects of the supernatural that are visible – whether in the sky or in a vision – and that sanctifies places in both the world of the sky and the world of the earth.

Such transformative events in individuals’ lives are far more rare today in many tribal societies, although in some the tradition remains strong. Vine Deloria Jr. has made the interesting observation that this does not mean the supernatural powers have abandoned tribal people. Instead, he posits, tribal people’s abilities to have these powers intercede in their lives have diminished. He believes that the supernatural powers still exist in the places in the landscape where they have been since mythological time.
 This loss of human power has occurred for a variety of reasons. Foremost in all likelihood are loss of tribal language and loss of the actual land base, although the heavy influence of western culture has certainly played a role.
Tribal language loss, which is one of the most prominent and problematic issues in tribal America today, is a critical concern here, because in many tribal religions, the creator or the other supernatural beings communicate in the tribe’s language, not in English or in Spanish or in French, or even in the language of another tribe. This problem of course is related to the issue of the influences western culture has on tribal societies, because the outsider language is ubiquitous, in school, on television, everywhere children go. And their parents and grandparents are still of the generation where the language was beaten out of them by schoolteachers and government officials.

But I would like to talk about the role that the land itself plays in tribal religion and I would like specifically to consider how the system of land holding in the United States complicates the religious experience for traditional Native American practitioners. But before I go on I would like to pose some questions to think about while I am speaking. Some of these are questions that I pose to my students in the hopes of engendering discussion.

First, a fairly simplistic question. The U.S. Congress has passed laws specifically protecting Native American religious practices, despite the fact that on the one hand our national myth tells us that we are a nation founded on the basis of religious freedom, and on the other hand that church and state need to be kept separate from each other. Okay, that wasn’t a question, that was the lead-in: The question is, Why? That is, why do Native American religions deserve or need special protections? 
Second, I would like us to ask ourselves, what dilemmas do Native American religious practitioners face in utilizing the landscape? And third, and this is the most difficult question, how do we balance various needs and uses of lands, and here I am speaking primarily of public lands, and in this balance to what extent should religious use hold special weight?

The landscape is dotted with places that are sacred. In the United States alone there are over five hundred and sixty Indian tribes that are recognized by the federal government, and dozens or hundreds more that are not. Many of these tribes have overlapping territories, both historically and currently. That is, in many cases more than one tribe shares or has historically shared the same pieces of land, either contentiously or peacefully.

Two places to the east of us that have been in and out of the news fairly regularly are Bear Lodge also known as Devil’s Tower in Wyoming, and Bear Butte in South Dakota. Both are places that several tribes use for ceremonial purposes; both are on public lands; and both have been embroiled with use controversies. The former is a popular rock-climbing site, and the latter is near the site of the annual Sturgis motorcycle rally, where developers want to establish businesses catering to bikers and other groups. Both the climbing and biking activity interrupt ceremonial practices that are held at these sites. 
Bear Butte is a South Dakota state park. It is a site visited by members of dozens of tribes for religious purposes. This is the site where the Cheyenne visionary Sweet Medicine received his religious instructions, for example. A Cheyenne friend of ours recently went there for her vision quest ceremonials. It is necessary for the success of such ceremonies not only to visit that place which is sacred, but to do so in isolation. The tribal groups there have fought off the establishment of a shooting range and other threats near the site in recent years.
Devil’s Tower is also used by numerous tribes, and is especially known as a Plains Indian Sun Dance site. It is also one of the best rock climbing sites of its kind in the world. It is a national monument and as such sits on federal land overseen by the National Park Service. When Bill Clinton was president he ordered all federally controlled places to determine if they were on land that was religiously or culturally significant to tribes and if so to figure out ways to accommodate tribal use needs. 
This led to plans and agreements in a number of federally controlled public places, the most well-known of which is Devil’s Tower or Bear Lodge in Wyoming. The final agreement, upheld by the courts over the protest of climbing guide companies, calls for a voluntary ban on climbing in the month of June when the ceremonies are at their peak. This has led to a significant but not complete diminishment of the disruption to the ceremonies.

Closer to home, Glacier National Park and the lands connected to it to the south, the Badger Two Medicine lands overseen by the National Forest Service, together provide an instructive case study in the complications of protecting sacred and cultural heritage sites.
The Badger Two Medicine area, which includes the Two Medicine River to the north where it butts up against Glacier National Park, and the Badger Creek drainage to the south, is part of a larger parcel of land including Glacier Park that the United States took from the Blackfeet in the late 1890s in the hopes of finding minerals. There is a long standing conflict between the Blackfeet and the United States, not the least of which is the historic contention of a significant number of tribal members that the land was leased, not sold to the U.S., and also that the land should have been returned to the tribe when no long-lasting mineral mines were established there. But in the last several decades, oil exploration has identified some potential drilling spots in B2M, as it is called. 

Tribal cultural leaders have decried the damage that the drilling would do to the area’s cultural sites and religious sites, while tribal political leaders have accepted payments from the oil companies to support their lease applications. This is the case of a dichotomization of an issue, an either-or choice. Either you protect religious and cultural heritage, or you promote much needed economic development. One thing that it shows is that there is not always agreement within tribes as to how to prioritize those two important needs. Of course we should be aware that tribes are not monolithic entities. 

I remember coming across a document that made this quite clear when I was studying Menominee Indian tribal history in Wisconsin. In 1836 the tribe sold almost half of its lands, those in the area of Green Bay Wisconsin and north, to the United States in the tribe’s first major land cession treaty. In the archives in Green Bay I found an oral history interview transcript made by a tribal member nearly a century later –he interviewed a Menominee individual whose family had  lived in the ceded land. In fact, about half of the tribe’s bands lived in the ceded land, and the other half lived in the unceded lands. The treaty was negotiated by Oshkosh and other leaders from the unceded lands, and the individual  being interviewed expressed bitterness over what he viewed as an unscrupulous act that had occurred before he was born. Oshkosh had no vested interest in holding on to lands that belonged to other factions within the tribe, earning himself the title of “Guilty Chief” to those tribal members who lost their land.

The point is, if we say that lands in the B2M are sacred to the Blackfeet that is too general and sweeping a statement. Different tribal members prioritize land use needs in different ways. There are most certainly sites there that are sacred to some families who were from those bands that used that area. My wife’s family is from that part of Blackfeet country for example. But for others, that is far away from the sacred sites with which their families are familiar, perhaps both geographically and in time. So when groups of people have been lumped together into a political-legal entity – a tribe – the question arises, who has or should have the authority to determine what sites should be protected and what sites should not?
And by the way, other sites may be sacred or necessary for sacred purposes even in ways we have not considered here. For example, ceremonial practices are intricate affairs that often re-enact the coming of the sacred into the community, and the re-enactment must be exact. The re-enactment consists of various types of ritual including song, story, dress, and the use of artifacts. Sometimes these artifacts or objects used in ceremony are plants. 
The sites where these plants grow are therefore extremely important sites and necessary for sacred activity even if the actual ceremonies do not occur on those sites. These sites are threatened by development, agriculture, and even by the protective measures the U.S. has put into place. I have an ex-student who has worked many years in Glacier Park and has told me more than one story of tribal members going into the park to gather plants for ceremonial use, yet having those plants confiscated by park officials who are unaware that the Blackfeet have the right to gather such plants in the park, or of the intended use of the plants in a ceremonial and religious context.
When Glacier National Park began long range planning in the early nineties, park officials asked for tribal input.
 The eastern side of the park is on the western edge of Blackfeet country, or more specifically Southern Piegan country, one branch of one tribe of the Blackfeet or Blackfoot Confederacy. The western side of the park is in traditional Salish land in the south and Kootenai land in the north. Both of these tribes are confederated on the Flathead Indian Reservation, although other Kootenai also live to the north and west, and there are other Salish tribal groups as well.
Trying to do the right thing, the park superintendent asked representatives of both tribal political groups – the Blackfeet tribe and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai tribe – to participate in the planning process. The sides drew up an MOU – Memorandum of Understanding – that outlined the rules under which the tribes would participate. The Park Service asked them to identify sacred and cultural heritage sites in the park so that those sites could be avoided when new hiking trails and camping areas were established. The federal solicitor or lawyer however refused to ratify the MOU, arguing that since taxpayer money was being used to provide the data, that the information had to be released to the public. Although there are certainly categories of classified information that the American public is not allowed to see, this apparently does not qualify. 

As a compromise then the Park Service came up with three options. One: the tribes could still participate, but everything that came out would be made public. Two: the tribes could refuse to participate. Or three: the tribes could do the research themselves with their own money and then it would not have to be made public. The Blackfeet chose the first option, of full disclosure, while the Salish and Kootenai chose the second, no disclosure. Although they also agreed to edit park service findings if they were inaccurate.
In essence the Blackfeet believed that this was a good way to record and preserve this information, perhaps for future generations, while the Salish and Kootenai believed that the best way to preserve knowledge of sacred places was to do so within the tribe. The result is a published volume, called Our Mountains Are Our Pillows.
On the east side of the mountains, clearly visible from the Plains – if you drive from Browning on the road toward Duck Lake you can see it – is a mountain that looks like it is at the end of the range. This is Chief Mountain, a site of high religious importance to the Blackfeet. It is so imbued with the supernatural that people regularly make pilgrimages there to make offerings to the spirit world. One thing that came out clearly in the Glacier National Park Study, which by the way was conducted by Brian Reeves, an archaeologist who has worked with the Blackfeet for many years, is the central role of Chief Mountain in Blackfeet vision quests. Sites throughout the mountains and across the plains that were and are used for vision quests are aligned to face Chief Mountain. 

What do we do when such information becomes generally known to the public? It seems in cases such as at Devil’s Tower, that that knowledge can lead to respect for other people’s traditions and rights, maybe even by a majority of the people who gain the knowledge. But on the other hand there is always a group, sometimes a small minority, other times an angry majority, that wants to disrupt or vandalize sacred sites, for whatever reason. One of the critical questions that arises is, how do we, as a society, protect the rights of the minority within a majority culture? What are our moral obligations to the people that our nation has displaced from their landscape? Are there special moral obligations related to religious use of the land, when denial of that use can break the bond between the people here on earth and the supernatural world that helps guide their lives? And in cases where that bond has already been broken, what moral culpability do we have to help people remake that bond? Laws protect American Indian religious practices and practitioners to some extent, but to what extent do or should we as American people provide protection and nourish Native religious practice?
The day that I skied into Two Medicine I stopped and pondered the subject of this talk. Some stories say Two Medicine got its name from a Sun Dance that was so large that the celebrants had to erect two medicine lodges instead of the one that was generally sufficient for such ceremonies. Gliding down that road I thought it surely would be difficult to believe that the supernatural does not exist here. This place is too large, too magnificent, too powerful for man alone, or even for the ecosystem that has developed there. The real question for me was, what is man’s place here? For the traditional Blackfeet that question could not have been answered without intercession from the supernatural. I wondered how long they will be able to continue to seek such religious guidance relatively unhindered.

I see that I have used up my time while failing to effectively answer any of the questions I raise, but if we have time I will open the floor to discussion, or I would be happy to visit with people after services.
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