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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book focuses on the meditations of life, rather than on representations of the historical ceremonies that were once an integral part of Cherokee life. It is a journey through old teachings that will often be referred to as the Old Wisdom. The Old Wisdom was taught and shared by several Cherokee elders, including my grandfather. It was referred to as Old Wisdom because the elders did not know where it really originated. Another way to express this is as the old way of our ancestors or “the old ways.” It is important for the reader to understand that to preserve the sacredness of various ceremonies and occasions, certain details will not be presented in this book. This is not intended to leave anything out, but to preserve something special for the Cherokee way of life. Cherokee cultural teachings and language reserve certain ceremonial elements as sacred for the members and families  of the tribe. These are unique because of tribal heritage. As one elder said to me, “Everyone has their own understanding in mind and spirit for those things that are sacred to them. When sacred to someone else it is to be respected and understood as unique for them, not for us to know or understand. Be thankful for whatever is shared, because it is a gift.” I thank the many elders who shared with me, so that I can share with you.

I want to thank the Cherokee elders who meant so much to me while I was learning Cherokee Medicine. I will do this with tobacco prayers when the book is published, as they do not wish to be recognized. While respecting their wish as Medicine Men and Medicine Women, I also want to honor their memories; with a couple of exceptions, all of these elders have passed on to the other world. These men and women used their gifts and were helpers to many. Their time and sharing was a very special gift to me. Those elders will stay in my spirit, and their names will stay in my heart. I am glad to share some of their wisdom with you.

The Cherokee elders who taught me Indian Medicine also encouraged me to share with others, but with caution. As one elder said, “Sharing is also opening yourself up” to those who would have other intentions. When you write a book or publish an article, it is out there for anyone to see and hear. If they are true of heart, then they will appreciate and respect your words. And that must be your focus. Don’t worry about those who differ with your teachings; just recognize and show respect for their way. Keep yourself clear and protected from those who are of another mind. Just let them know this is your way, your teaching and understanding. Wa do (Skee)! (Thank you!)

My vision was always to be a teacher and writer, rather than a healer. When I taught the healing, it was in a group setting. Little did I know back then that I would become a health and hospital administrator in my career, as well as an environmental health professional. In retrospect, this seems fitting to my way of life. My initial interest in biology and botany was satisfied with my enjoyment of herbal remedies and keeping up with the latest advances for good health choices. My vision became my way of life in later years.

I want to thank my mother for encouraging me to use caution, but to continue my vision. My father passed away in May 1978, but he encouraged me to continue my studies in the traditional teachings while completing my formal doctoral degree in public health. Being from a long line of Irish who suffered their own experiences, he wanted me to be educated and free to make my own choices in my life. Near his passing I could see the gleam in his very weak eyes that assured me of my path. Those strengths in my youth started me early on my path to be independent and to make positive life choices.

Several of the Cherokee and other American Indian tribal elders felt that a sign had come in the form of a star or comet, allowing for information to be shared that would otherwise not have been shared. They referred to it as a sign of changing time that, from that celestial moment forward, people would be able to listen to and understand the ways of American Indians for the survival of Mother Earth. The time was 1987. According to one of the elders, “The sign was clear for us to go back to the real reason we are here on Mother Earth, to be a protector of her, as we relearn to be a helper to humans and all living things on Mother Earth.” Several elders encouraged me to listen to the signs of Nature. Several events captured my attention, but no one sign or event was a clear message. The passing of Doc Amoneeta Sequoyah in 1981 and his message to listen closely to the changes in Mother Earth made me more aware of the time of change coming about in 1987. Clearly, it was time for many cultures to come together and for more of the Old Wisdom to be shared.

I want to thank my daughter, Melissa, and my son, Michael, for encouraging me to share this gift of information learned from the elder Medicine Men and Women of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. Myrtle Driver has been a very special friend and interpreter of the Cherokee language and the Old Wisdom. Frances Reed has been especially helpful with the pronunciation of Cherokee words and expressions. Many in my tribe have shared with me and encouraged me to write this book and to continue writing and presenting this important information on Cherokee wisdom. I especially want to thank Ella Sequoyah, whose husband was Doc Amoneeta Sequoyah. He was my teacher and mentor for many years in Cherokee. His special gift and Ella’s special way of encouragement, her smile and laugh as a way to communicate, helped me to “look beyond the treetops” for special guidance in my life.

Wa do (Skee) to all who have encouraged me to share and preserve the Cherokee teachings for future generations.
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INTRODUCTION TO CHEROKEE WISDOM TEACHINGS

The traditions and early teachings of the Cherokee and other North American Indians provide us with keys to unlock the “Old Wisdom,” or old ways. These culturally oriented traditions provide values and knowledge about nature that can help all of us in preserving Mother Earth. We are one with Mother Earth. Destruction of her is destruction of ourselves.

Understanding these lost social and spiritual ways of American Indians is critical to our survival in the future. After all, survival was the primary basis of almost all actions in an earlier time. While our perceptions about survival have changed, our feeling about the need to go on is primarily unchanged in our collective memory, or “spirit memory.” It seems ironic to me that survival groups replete with fortresses and guns have formed to protect their members against other people. In an earlier time it was more likely to be other mammals that were considered a threat; they were stronger and faster and would eat us for their survival. In a sense, our basic and innate needs for food and health are about the same today as they were in the early beginnings of human and animal life. Our influences, both internal and external, socialize our lives. As a Cherokee elder said to me, “Anyone who thinks they can survive ‘alone’ will not survive. We are here today [as American Indians] because we are families and tribes.”

Everything we do affects all our relations and the survival of our species. We are all connected to our ancestors in spirit and in the physical being within ourselves. The past, present, and future are on the same energy continuum. This spirit memory will form links among the stories and teachings in this book.

In my experience as an apprentice of Cherokee Medicine, I noticed much about survival in the old ways and stories. This book will focus on some of these wonderful stories and teachings of the Old Wisdom.

As a point of reference, I will capitalize the term Medicine when referring to Cherokee or Indian Medicine. Cherokee Medicine is a way of life that includes the physical, mental, spiritual, and natural. Its focus is on the basis of survival, and an understanding that goes beyond practices and words, which do not always connect us with the spirit memory. It is that spirit memory that connects us to our early cultural experience.

Spirit memory is written in our DNA, and in every cell of our body. Cherokee teachings say that we are connected to our ancestors in spirit memory. Our ancestors look over us and are with us always. We can communicate with them at will. As one Cherokee elder put it, “We cannot survive tomorrow without knowing our past. Our ancestors are here with us, but we have to call upon them and be willing to listen. If we don’t learn and understand about that, we will not have a future. Their teachings are not about a fortress against our aggressor; they are about love for mankind and all other living creatures on Mother Earth. They are more than lessons to learn; they are learned lessons to understand and to apply to our way of life. As the earlier ancestors did, we must do, or not survive.”

This is the story of Meditations with the Cherokee. To understand the Cherokee stories one must be willing to accept another way of life, the life of the early Cherokee. The term survival means more than being part of a television program of people on a remote island fighting the natural elements. Survival in the Old Wisdom is about understanding yourself and having a deep connection and being in harmony with your natural surroundings. This book will not teach us how to survive, but our survival may depend on what this book has to teach us.

This book is about the Cherokee way of life, but it could just as easily be the ancient teachings of any culture of people here on Mother Earth today. In its simplicity it is a wonderful way of life that has much to teach us all about every culture of people that has survived today. The Cherokee culture, as an elder put it, “is known for not being the best hunters, but for hunting the best.” The focus was not on the individual, but on family, clan, and the like.

Meditation in this book becomes more a devotional exercise of contemplation. It is intended with exercises and activities to be dynamic in the process of reflecting and actualizing. Meditation becomes that state of being aware of ourselves in the circle of life.



As a point of reference for the reader, the Cherokee people were taught that they were the Principal People. Rather than an ego-based term, this term reflects the belief that the Cherokee were once part of a larger group that was, over time, somehow split. For purposes of this book the who or why or where of this split do not matter. What is important is that the Cherokee Old Wisdom is thought to have connections with other cultures somewhere in time. Ironically, the Cherokee did not focus on time; not even the language made reference to future. There was just presence, today. The past was in the spirit hands of the ancestors. Some old stories indicated that the Cherokee came from the stars and from a spirit people referred to as the Universal Circle. From the stories passed down through my grandfather and other elders, I learned that we were a mix of many different people, banding together for survival in the wilderness and the harsh environment. From that awareness I learned the true meaning of respecting all others, both animals and humans, as our brothers and sisters. The stories suggest that some of the Cherokee people came from the South. Sequoyah, or George Guess, was a famous Cherokee who wanted to record the Cherokee language. He invented the Cherokee alphabet, which was approved by the Cherokee chiefs in 1821. From the stories Sequoyah heard as a child, he believed that the Cherokee came from the South. Sequoyah spent his final days in travel, searching for those connections.

As a member of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, I find that the stories passed down in my tribe seem more logical than archeological. They constitute the living history of a living people that has somehow survived to tell their story. The stories tell of survival since the beginning of time, or at least since the beginning of the oral history of a tribal people that has survived.



From an American Indian perspective, we are all kin to each other in the Universal Circle of life, including every animal and bird, every living thing on Mother Earth. In other words, we are all connected with some common element in nature. The earlier Cherokee did not need genetic proof or genomes to determine common threads that linked us together. The elder Medicine Men told us of these things many generations ago. They taught that we are dependent on each other, and Mother Earth is dependent on us. As one Cherokee-Natchez elder put it, “We like to think we are independent as individuals and as people of different cultures on Mother Earth. Everything that happens to one of us happens to all of us. The Great One connected us all to elemental life energy itself. If we hurt another, we hurt ourselves. Every young Cherokee learns that everything is our brother and sister. There is a reason why this is taught and why this is true. It comes from the Old Wisdom taught by the Old Ones, who were from another dimension and time. They understood these things, and we must understand them too, to survive each other.”

An understanding of the Old Wisdom begins with an appreciation of the beauty of Mother Earth and Nature Herself. The miracle of reproduction teaches us about acceptance. I call this the “Rule of Acceptance”; that rule helps us to appreciate what is, and simply being as a way of life. It is not about striving to change everything for the better. The Rule of Acceptance says that just appreciating something for what it is really worth to us is good enough. As harsh and unforgiving as Nature can be, we can never improve on the creation that is around us every day. Probably the best we can do is clean up our own mess.

Meditation activities and exercises give us a rare opportunity to learn the Rule of Acceptance by simply allowing our connection with Nature and the Universal Circle to open to us. As young Cherokee, one of the first things we learn is to be helpers and protectors of this sacred connection with Mother Earth. We are taught to respect and accept our connection with the animals, birds, and other creatures here on Mother Earth, as well as with other human beings.

It is with honor to my Cherokee elders and respect for the traditional heritage that I am willing to share some of the Old Wisdom. As one elder put it, “You take a chance in sharing with others, because they have their own story. Even those in our own tribe have their own story, so it is good for you to say this is your story. Collectively, it is a story that belongs to all of us, if we could go far enough back to be as one again.” Acceptance of life and everything around us is a traditional element of Cherokee thinking. Critical thinking was not a part of what I call the Rule of Acceptance. As you read this book accept what you will, and use this information in a way that is comfortable for you. You have your own beliefs, and neither I, nor any Cherokee teacher would want to take those from you. It is difficult for me to imagine any group imposing its will on a gentle and family-oriented people such as the Cherokee were in an earlier time. However, possession of land and expansion changed forever the lives of the Cherokee. It is my desire that anyone reading this book will be changed in a positive way because they want that change. To Cherokee of that earlier time, choice, humility, and respect for everything was paramount. All was for the benefit of the tribe and the family over any advantage for the individual.

The Old Wisdom also teaches us that we have a connection to a greater and more powerful energy, regardless of what we choose to call it. Earlier Cherokee expressions of that energy would be “Yo wa,” or “E to da” as our father above, and “E tsi i” as our mother below. To understand and accept this connection is to realize that we can communicate with this special energy in our own way. Relearning to communicate with nature will connect us to a beautiful reality. The wonder of that magical connection is its openness and acceptance. That connection also opens the door to the past and the future, which are present with us now. The activities and exercises in this book will allow for this reconnection with Nature.

While reconnecting is simple, it takes a shift in mindset to be comfortable with Nature as a connection to the Universal Circle. The activities in this book are focused on putting us back in touch with Nature and our spirit self again. As we open up to our natural sense of connection, the stories and meditations put us in touch with a natural intelligence and way of communicating that brings us messages. As my grandfather and other Cherokee elders taught me, to accept this awareness is to open the doors of time into the past and the future. This book will open doors for a profound understanding of life, allowing you an opportunity to change your feelings and so influence your thinking toward a calmer you, bringing resolve about your purpose and commitment to family and yourself and other creations here on Mother Earth.

In this book I will refer to American Indians and Alaska Natives as Native Americans. However, most persons who are a member of a specific American Indian tribe or band would prefer to be identified by their specific tribal name. The official name for various American Indians in the United States is their tribal name, such as Eastern Band of Cherokee or Cherokee Nation, rather than just Cherokee.



I studied with many tribal elders, whom I refer to in this book as elders. That alone is considered a very respected title among American Indians. However, Beloved Elder is a title given to some because of very special life deeds for the tribe. I want to honor their memory and show respect for their sharing of traditional knowledge and teachings by sharing a “Tsa lu,” or tobacco prayer.

Share a pinch of pipe-smoking tobacco with Mother Earth, while you give thanks to the Great One for whatever it is you are thankful for today. A tobacco prayer I like to use is as follows.

 

“Oh, Gi daw da” (Oh, Great One), I offer this sacred tobacco, Tsa lu. I am thankful for E tsa e, E lo he no (Mother Earth). I am thankful for A tse lah (Fire) of life. Gift me with healing and the ability to be a helper to others, as you would have me be a helper to others. Wa do (Skee) (Thank you).

 

In each of the meditation chapters are messages directed to you, the individual reader. Do keep in mind, though, that the teachings in the Old Wisdom are not about us pondering the questions of truth just about ourselves. The teachings are about our relationships. Look and listen to the spirit message that seems to relate most closely to you. This is particularly true when animal and stone spirits are mentioned. Once you are connected to Mother Earth with the spirit animal and stone, then it is right to allow yourself to think and feel more openly about your relationships with all things.

This book will take you on a journey of discovery about relationships. You will find some truths that will connect you to an old memory that lies deep within your subconscious. Your many other senses will come into play, which will provide a greater sense of connection and guidance.

For the Cherokee, past and present, meditation in its many forms is a way of life. I encourage you to integrate the activities and exercises in this book, these “ways,” into your life, your journey, your way.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Early Cherokee myths and stories told of the beginning of life. Everything was equal and all was kin to one another. There was no dominant group or society. Equality meant that the small earthworm was just as important as the chief of the bears. Every animal, bird, and creature had its own gifts and purpose in life. Even when the humans came into being, their gift of reason and will did not make them any more dominant than any other animal. In fact, every human spirit was connected to an animal, bird, or plant. That was the only way humans came into physical being here on Mother Earth. Every human’s purpose was to be a helper to all the rest of creation in the Universal Circle.

Survival in life was based on being a helper and protector of all life in the Universal Circle while also being helped and receiving protection. In the beginning the humans were taught that for every action there was a consequence affecting all other life. No action, not even a thought, would go without some consequence or reaction within the Universal Circle. Respect for life was so important that one would starve rather than taking another life without permission, without asking the spirit of the animal for food, and fur for warmth.

One life was not dominant over another life here on Mother Earth. We as humans were connected in spirit to all the animals, birds, and creations on Mother Earth. This connection is still emphasized in the Cherokee teachings today. The other creatures are part of our ancestry, and guide us as mentors while we are in physical life.
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