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E religions. Because most of them developed in isolation from each other, there
: are major differences in their stories of creation and origin, in their beliefs
; about the afterlife, in their marriage and funeral customs, and so on. In fact,
: there is as much variation indigenous religions as there is, for exam-
g ple, between Buddhism and Christianity. In North America, for instance,
there are several hundred Native American nations and more than fifty
Native American language groups. The variety among indigenous religious
traditions is stunning, and each religion deserves in-depth study. But because
! of the limitations of space, this book must focus on shared elements; regret-
tably, we can barely touch on the many differences. (You. can complement
your study of basic patterns by making your own study of a native religion,
especially one practiced now or in the past by the indigenous peoples of the
area in which you live.)

Past Obstacles to the Appreciation of Indigenous Religions

Up until the early part of the twentieth century, scholars focused more on
religions that had produced written texts than on those that expressed
themselves through orally transmitted stories, histories, and rituals. This
lack of atfention may have been due in part to thwmy-
;ggrrelieions with writfen records. ReligTon,s-—vVith written records don’t
necessarily require travel or physically arduous research. Moreover, when
scholars have mastered reading the necessary languages, they can study,
translate, and teach the original writings either at home or to students
anywhere.

There has also been a bias toward text-based religions because of a
misconception that they are complex and oral religions are simple. Greater
research into oral religions, however, has dispelled such notions of simplic-
ity. Consider, for example, the sandpaintings of the Navajo people and the
ceremonies of which the paintings are a part. “In these ceremonies, which
are very complicated and intricate, sandpaintings are made and prayers
recited. Sandpaintings are impermanent paintings made of dried pulver-
ized materials that depict the Holy People [gods] and serve as a temporary
altar. Over 800 forms of sandpaintings exist, each connected to a specific
chant and ceremany.””

Indigenous religions have, of course, created much that is permanent,
and sometimes even monumental. We have only to think of the Mayan pyr-
amids in Yucatdn and the great city of Teotihuacin, near Mexico City. But
native religions often express themselves in ways that have less permanence:
dance, masks, wood sculpture, paintings that utilize mineral and plant dyes,
tattoo, body painting, and memorized story and chant. Perhaps we have to
begin to see these transitory expressions of religious art as being equal in
stature to more permanent sacred writings and artistic creations. In speaking
of African art, one scholar has called it the “indigenous language of African
belief and thought,” even saying that African art “provides a kind of scrip-
ture of African religion.”?
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STUDYING INDIGENOUS RELIGIONS:
LEARNING FROM PATTERNS

The study of indigenous religious traditions presents its own specific chal-
lenges. Happily, oral traditions are being written down, translated, and
published. Yet our understanding of these religions depends not only on
written records but also on field study by anthropologists, ethnomusicolo-
gists, and others.

It would be ideal if we could study and experience each native religion
separately; barring that, however, one_workable approach is to_consider
them collectively as “sacred paths” that share common elements. Thus, in
this- chapter we will concentrate on finding patterns in native religions— O
while keeping in mind that beyond the patterns there is enormous variety.
The patterns we identify in indigenous religions will also enrich our encoun-
ter with other religions in later chapters key patternSywe will consider
are the human relationship with nature, the framing of sacred time and
space, and the respect for origins, gods, and ancestors.

.Human Relationships with the Natural World

Most indigenous religions have sprung from tribal cultures of small num-
bers, whose survival has required a cautious and respectful relaficnsSMip W with
‘mafure. In the worldview of these religions, human beings are very much a
part part of nature. People look to nature itself (sometimes interpreted through
traditional lore) for guidance and meaning.

Some native religions see everything in the universe as being alive, a

known W' hich we discussed briefly in Chapter 1). The&
ife force (Latin: anima) is present in everything and is especially apparent a“‘ misv
in living things—trees, plants, birds, animals, and human beings—and in the Q
motion of water, the sun, the moon, clouds, and wind. But life force can also
be present in apparently static mountains, rocks, and soil. Other native reli-
gions, while more theistic, see powerful spirits in nature, which temporarily
inhabit natural objects and manifest themselves there,

In an animistic worldview, everything can be seen as part of the same
reaht_'\( There may be no clear boundaries between the natural and su ernatu-
ral and between the human and nonhuman, Evervthing has both its visibie
orchnarv reality and a deeper, invisible sacred reality. Four Oglala Sioux sha-
mans, when asked about what was wakan ("holy,” “mysterious”), said, “Every
object in the world has a spirit and that spirit is wakan. Thus the spirit{s] of
the tree or things of that kind, while not like the spirit of man, are also wakan. 8
To say that nature is full of spirits can be a way of affirming the presence of — *
both a universal life force and an essential, underlying sacredness.

Among many peoples, particular objects—a specific rock, tree, or river—
are thought of as being animated by an individual spirit that lives within.

And in some native traditions, we find deities that care about and influence
a whole category of reality, such as the earth, water, or air. Among the Yoruba
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Birds make their nests
in circles, for theirs is
the same religion as

ours.
—Black Elk, Oglala Sioux!

of Africa, storms are the work of the deity Shango, a legendary king with
great powers who climbed to heaven (see Chapter 11). The Igbo (Ibo) pray
to Ala, an earth-mother deity, for fertility of the earth. Women also pray to
her for children, and men pray to her to increase their crops. In the Ashanti
religion, Ta Yao is the god of metal. The work of blacksmiths and mechanics
is under his charge.’

In a world that isanimated by spirits, human beings must treat all things
with care. If a spirit is_injured or insulted, it can retaliate. Human beings
must therefore show that they respect nature, especially the animals and
plants that they kill to eat. Human beings must understand the existence
and ways of the spirit world so that they can avoid harm and incur bless-
ings. (We will revisit this spirit world later, when we discuss trance states
and the spiritual specialist, the shaman.)

Native American religions are noted for their reverential attitude toward
the natural world; human beings and animals are often pictured as coming
into existence together, and the sun, moon, trees, and animals are all consid-
ered kin. Hehaka Sapa, or Black Elk, an Oglala Sioux, although he had
become a Christian, explained the sense of relationship to nature that he had
experienced when he was growing up among his people in South Dakota.
In his autobiography, which he dictated in 1930, he points out that his com-
munity, which traditionally lived in tipis (circular tents made of animal skins
and poles), arranges itself in a circle—as does all nature, which is constantly
making circles, just like the sun, the moon, and the whirlwind.

Native American religions often express the kinship bond between
human beings and animals in ritual. (To a lesser extent, some other religions
do this, as well). Ake Hultkrantz, a Swedish scholar, clarifies with an exam-
ple the meaning of many dances that imitate animals. “Plains Indian dances
in which men imitate the movements of buffaloes . . . are not, as earlier
research took for granted, magic rituals to multiply the animals. They are
rather acts of supplication in which Indians, by imitating the wild, express
their desires and expectations. Such a ritual tells us the Indian’s veneration
for the active powers of the universe: it is a prayer.”’

In many Native American religious traditions, there is little distinction
between the human and animal worlds; rather, there is a sense of kinship.
To exploit nature mindlessly is even thought to be as sacrilegious as harming
one’s own mother. As Smohalla of the Nez Perce people said, “You ask me
to plow the ground. Shall I take a knife and tear my mother’s breast? Then
when I die she will not take me to her bosom to rest.”””

Native religions also frequently embrace an ethic of restrai -
servation concerning nature’s resources. One is expected to take only what
one needs and to use -all the parts of an animal or plant. In traditional
Hawai'i, for example, fishing in certain areas would be temporarily forbid-
den (kapu, or taboo) in order to allow the fish population to be replenished.
Of course, the ideal is never Liniversa]ly maintained, and even native peoples
have sometimes been unaware of the destructive effects of their actions.
Consider, for example, the devastation of the beaver lyy native peoples in
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Native religions frequently speak of a High God who is superior to
all other deities and is considered to be wise, ancient, and b . The

Inuit speak of a Great Spirit living in the sky who is female and to whom
all human spirits eventually return. In a few African religions, too, the High
God is female, neuter, or androgynous; and in some religions there are two
complementary High Gods, characterized as male/female, brother/sister, or
bad/good. The BaKuta of central Africa speak of the twins Nzambi-above
and Nzambi-below, although in their myths the lower twin disappears and
Nzambi-above becomes the High God."”

In some African religions, stories of the High God, who is almost always
the creator of the world, offer some explanation for the ills of the world or
the dlstance between_human beings and the divine Many African religions
tell how gh God created the world and then left it—sometimes out of
dismay at human beings or simply for lack of interest. “Many people of
central and southern Africa say that God (Mulungu) lived on earth at first,
but men began to kill his servants and set fire to the bush, and so God retired
to heaven on one of those giant spiders’ webs that seem to hang from the
sky in morning mists. In Burundi, however, it is said that having made good
children God created a cripple, and its parents were so angry that they tried
to kill God and he went away.”’® The High God in African religions, how-
ever, is not always remote. The Diola, for example, believe in direct, pro-
phetic revelation from the High God, and the Igbo and Shona have oracles
from the supreme being. While monotheism is common in African religions,
it can express itself in many ways.

Although indigenous religions often revere a High God, altars anq imag-
ery dedicated to a High God are not common. Large temples, temple ritual,
anTpnesthoods have been found in a few w cultures, such as in Mexico and
western Africa, but these elements are rare. Instead, in their prayer, ritual,
and art many native religions tend to foqus on lesser deities, especially those
associated with the forces of nature. More commonly, ceremonies in indig-
enous religions are performed at small-scale shrines or meeting plages.
Sometimes the religiolis ceremonies occur.indoors, such as I a sweat lodge
or kiva (a submerged meeting hall). At other times they occur outdoors, at
a river bank, beside a rock formation, or in a grove of trees.

Many mdlgenous rehglons make_hﬁwnnchon between a

mth both fQ: success in hfe Spirits of ancestors must be treated well out

of love for them, but also out of respect for their power. Some native reli-
gions, such as the Navajo, have not wished closeness with the spirits of the
dead, fearing them. But more commonly the dead are venerated. In African

rehglons, ancestor spirits are commonly thought to bnnz health, wealth,

d diseas if they are

not. The way to appease angry ancestors is through ritual sometimes

including_sacrifice. The ancestors often are thought to live in an afterlife
at is a state of existence much like earthly life. Belief in reincarnation is
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There, when twas .. =

young, the spirits too
me in my vision to the
center of the earth

showed me all the go
things in the sacred
hoop of the world.

—Black Elk, speaking of h|5
vision quest at age ninei*’

create a sacred space by ritually marking the four directions of the compass
and the center. The sacred space, set apart from the community, should be:

anc o e
a place of natural beauty.

The seeker remains in the sacred space until a vision, or dream, comes.
Although the vision quest is often a part of the coming-of-age ceremonies
for males, among some peoples it is also employed for females. The vision
quest may be used at other times, too—particularly when the individual or

the group must make an important life decision. )

In indigenous societies, as in many other cultures,@ a ritual
that not only publicly affirms and stabilizes a union but aJs0 cements eco-
nomic arrangements and, through the ceremony, ensures fertility. In both
Africa and North America, however, marriage in tribal cultures often has
been a practical arrangement. Among Native American peoples, marriage
has frequently been celebrated simply as a social contract that is worked out
by the families. Monogamy has been the norm, but divorce is acceptable
when a marriage is not successful. In indigenous African religions, marriage
is sometimes marked by rituals to unite the two lineages and transfer the
power of fertility; but often its religious aspect “is not distinctive. It is
regarded as the normal sequel to rites of adolescence, whose purpose was
to prepare for this state.””

As the final passing from this life,s accompanied by rituals that
serve to comfort close relatives, assist the spirit of the dead person in mov-
ing on, and protect the living from bad influences that could come from an
unhappy spirit. Because the spirit of the dead person may be sad to leave
the family circle, it must be helped to make its trip to the spirit world.
Relatives and friends assist by placing clothing, food, money, and favorite
objects with the body. In the case of a chief or other notable person, the
body may be embalmed or mummified for public display until a large
funeral can be arranged. In the past, great African chiefs have had wives,
children, and servants buried alongside them. Among Native American
tribes, the sacrifice of relatives and attendants to accompany a dead leader
has also occurred. For example, after the death of the Natchez leader Tat-
tooed Serpent in 1725, two of his wives and six others, after preparation by
fasting, were strangled as a part of the funeral ritual.” In Native American
religions, bodies of the dead are usually buried, but sometimes they are
placed on platforms or in trees.

@Taboo and Sacrifice

A taboo is a rule that forbids specific behavior with regard to certain
objects, people, animals, days, or phases of life. Taboos represent a codifi-
cation of the social and religious order. In our language, taboo means, often
negatively, something that is prohibited. This is essentially the viewpoint
of an outsider. From inside native religions, a taboo is often better seen as
a way of protecting the individual and of safeguarding the natural order
of things.
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tribal unit, for example, are enforced by shame, warnings, shunning, and
expulsion, often administered by a tribal council. Nevertheless, although
harmony is important, warfare against another people has at times been
considered justified. '

When a taboo has been broken or a spirit must be placated, the person
or group must atone for the lapse, often through sacrifice. The usual offer-
ing is food and drink. A libation (the act of pouring a bit of drink on the
ground as an offering) may be made or a portion of a meal set aside for a
spirit. An animal may be sacrificed and its blood poured out on the ground
or on an altar as an offering of the life force to the deity. Sacrificial animals
ordinarily are food animals, such as chickens, pigs, and goats.”® After the
sacrifice, all the participants (including ancestral and nature spirits) may eat
the cooked animal—thus pleasing the spirits by feeding them and including
them in the meal.

Although it has been rare, human sacrifice (and sometimes cannibalism)
has occurred in some native cultures. The sacrifice of human beings was
practiced (at least for a time) for specific purposes in Aztec religion, Hawai-
jan religion, and among tribal peoples of New Guinea; it was much less
common among native peoples of North America and Africa.

Before leaving the topic of taboos, it might be good to note that taboos
exist plentifully in every society, including our own. Many are associated
with sex, marriage, and parenthood. In modern societies, for example, taboos
exist against polygamy, incest, and marriage between close relations. Such
taboos may seem “natural” to the society that enforces them but “unusual”
to outsiders. Taboos are not inherently valid across groups and societies; they
are culturally determined.

Shamanism, Trance, and Spiritual Powers

As we have seen, native religions take for granted that a powerful and
influential but invisible spirit world exists and that human beings can access
it. A shaman acts as an intermediary between the visibie, ordinary world

and the spirit world, The shaman can contact this realm, receive visions of
it, and transmit messages from it, often to help or heal others. As one com-
mentator remarks, “The shaman lies at the very heart of some cultures,
while living in the shadowy fringes of others. Nevertheless, a common
thread seems fo connect all shamans across the planet. An awakening to
other orders of reality, the experience of ecstasy, and an opening up of
visionary realms form the essence of the shamanic mission.”** Sometimes
the spirits speak through the shaman, who knows entry points to their
world. The spirits may be reached in dreams or trances by climbing a sacred
tree, descending through a cave into the underworld, flying through the air,
or following a sacred map.

The shaman understands the primordial unity of things and experiences
a shared identity with animals and the rest of nature. Thus the shaman can
interpret the language of animals, charm them, and draw on their powers.

I enter the earth. | go in
at a place like a place
where people drink
water. | travel a long
way, very far. When |
emerge, | am already
climbing threads [up
into the sky]. I climb
one and leave it, then |
climb another one. . ..
You come in small to
God’s place. You do
what you have to do
there. . . . [Then] you
enter, enter the earth,
and you retumn to enter
the skin of your body.

—Bushman trance dancer™
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In_religions that do naot rely on the written word, artistic expressions take
on unigue signifi illed with meaning and remind_prac-
titioners of the specifics of the oral tradition. Statues and paintings, of course,
are common in a great many religions, both oral and written. Dance, which
takes on particular importance in native religions, incorporates religious objects
such as carved and painted masks, headdresses, costumes, ornaments, and
musical instruments. In native Hawaiian religion, hula kahiko (ancient hula) is
danced in conjunction with chanting to honor the gods. Instruments for mark-
ing rhythm and lei (wreaths of flowers or other plants worn around the head,
wrists, and ankles), when used in hula, are considered religious objects.

Chants, too, are essential, for they repeat the sacred words and re-create
the stories of the religious traditions. To be used properly in religious cere-
monies, they must be memorized carefully. Chanters must not only have
prodigious memories and be able to recall thousands of chants, they must
also be able to create special variations on traditional chants and oral texts
for individual occasions.

Masks play a significant role in native religions, especially when used
in dance. When a dancer is wearing a mask and any accompanying costume,
the spirit is not merel € asked dancer. The dancer actu-
ally becomes the spirit, embodied on earth, with the spirit’s powers. Among
the BaPunu in Africa, for example, dancers not only wear masks but walk
on stilts—the overall effect must be intense. Particularly complex masks
have been produced in the Pacific Northwest by such tribes as the Haida,
Tsimshian, and Kwakiutl (Kwakwaka‘wakw).‘m Some of their masks, espe-
cially those depicting animal spirits, have movable parts that make them
even more powerful for those who wear and see them.

Besides masks and statues, other forms of wood carving can manifest reli-
gious inspiration. Perhaps the most famous of all wood carvings is the carved
pole, commonly called a fotem pole, found in the Pacific Northwest. The totem
pole usually depicts several totems, stacked one upon the other. A totem is an
animal figure—such as the bear, beaver, thunderbird, owl ravenLgmLeag]_e—
that is revered for both its symbolic meaning and its clan symbolism. The totem
animals may be mémorials i0 ancestors or may represent badges of kinship
groups, with specialized meaning for the individual or the family responsible
for the totem pole.*! Some totem poles are a part of the structure of a traditional
wooden house or lodge. Others—apparently a later development—are raised
to stand alone, frequently to mark an important event.

Other important art forms that can have religious meaning are weav-
ing, beading, and basketry. These creations may seem to have less obvious
religious significance, but the imagery used is frequently of religious deri-
vation, particularly figures from tribal myths, nature deities, and guardian
birds and animals.

Feathers and featherwork also feature prominently in many native
religions because of their powerful association with flight and contact
with the world above and beyond our own. Richard W. Hill, in an essay
on the religious meaning of feathers, remarks that “some cultures associate
certain birds with spiritual or protective powegs. Birds are believed to have

























