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With gratitude and respect for the Walbunja and Brinja-Yuin peoples, spiritual sovereigns of the land where this book was written, and Gulaga Mother Mountain for her unconditional love and support.






Opening

Thank you for opening this book. I invite you to take a journey with me to deepen your understanding of yourself.

If you do not identify as Indigenous, this book is for you. Although Indigenous peoples around the world struggle to survive in Western culture, we have generously shared traditional cultural knowledge with outsiders. This book will help you understand these struggles more deeply by supporting you to connect with your own Indigenous ancestry and have a better general understanding of Indigenous cultures.

If you do identify as Indigenous, this book is also for you. There are resources on Indigenous social science that prompt you to think about how to apply traditional teachings to modern life so you feel more whole in Western spaces. There are also exercises and teachings shared from other Indigenous cultures that can help you see your own culture more clearly, including commonalities across Indigenous cultures as well as beautiful diversities of individual cultures. This book may also help you see more clearly some ways you and your culture are still colonised and provide you with insight and tools to heal some of those wounds.

This book is designed to be your companion over the course of a year, wherever in the world you may live. After a year of working through this book you will be able to more fully embody the spiritual meaning of the word ‘sovereignty’ and feel a deeper peace about yourself and your life. There are stories to inspire you and help you feel seen, and exercises to facilitate you to do things like connect with your Indigenous ancestors as well as ancestors of the lands where you live, divine your medicine wheel, integrate sacred earth-based rituals and ceremonies into your life and experience more grounding in your body and the land where you live so you feel more solid and centred.

There are many spiritual books that offer tools to manifest whatever you want. This is not one of those. Much of what we desire has been corrupted by collective and individual traumas in our subconscious. We cannot be ourselves until we unpack the energetic suitcases we are carrying with tools that allow us to process and release their contents. To survive today, we must learn to walk in two worlds: the world of our holistic Indigenous cosmologies, and the modern capitalist Western world.

If you would like to sync your reading of this book with seasonal moments (solstices, equinoxes and cross-quarter moments), please refer to the appendix at the end of the book. Though the book is written with a year-long journey in mind, you may prefer to read straight through or open at random and read when you are moved to. There is no right way to use this book. Only you may determine the right way to live your life. It is spiritual abuse for anyone to tell you otherwise. May you be enriched, enwisened and blessed throughout this journey and beyond.
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WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







The word ‘Indigenous’ refers to both a cultural group whose beliefs, traditions and ways of living originated with connection to a specific place, and to people with a holistic worldview who see life as cyclical and have a conscious awareness of an inherent interconnectedness of being.1 We will work with both understandings in this book. We are all humans and have Indigenous roots somewhere on Earth, but our ties to our country and culture may be lost or fractured. It is important to be aware of our differing realities and journeys.

Science is the study of knowledge. Most of us think of science as men in white lab coats with test tubes. If that includes you, here is an opportunity to decolonise your mind.




EXERCISE

Speak, draw or write your associations with science, then read on.
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Western science is rooted in an ancient Mesopotamian and Egyptian decision to split natural and supernatural causes of events. This was taken up further by ancient Greeks and Romans, then revived by Islamic scholars in the mediaeval era. The scientific method and experiments as we know them began around the 1500s in Europe, and the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s brought into being many institutions and professions of Western science. (If you’d like to learn more about this history, Wikipedia’s article on ‘science’ has a good summary.)

The root of the Latin word ‘science’ is ‘to know’, which comes from an older root word meaning ‘to cut or split’. This is why a Western scientist trying to gain knowledge about a butterfly will describe the environment of its capture, then kill and preserve a specimen to do things such as measure its dimensions, look at parts of it under a microscope, document the patterns on its wings and label it with a Latin title. It is a way to know through cutting or splitting the butterfly from its environment.

Indigenous science has never engaged in this split. It offers a holistic perspective for building and testing our knowledge. Instead of cutting or splitting the butterfly from its environment to gain knowledge, we build a relationship with the butterfly within its environment. Using all our senses and allowing our understanding of our self to be changed, we become intimate with the butterfly and the environment.

Indigenous science is our birthright, our deepest ancestral inheritance. The following principles of Indigenous science come from Oneida-Gaul scholar Dr Apela Colorado:


	nothing is objective

	non-humans are included in our study

	study is done as a ceremony

	time is nonlinear and cyclical

	relationships are privileged

	it is holistic, drawing on all senses: spiritual, emotional, physical and mental

	it is healing and ends with feelings of peace, balance, vitality

	at the end of a journey we feel more fully present and embodied

	humour and light-heartedness are an important part of the process.2





EXERCISE

I invite you to reflect on your holistic senses (spiritual, emotional, physical and mental) in an exercise my husband Lukas Ringland created. It helps us get a visual baseline of where we are in this moment. Using the diagram below, intuitively place a mark farther from the centre in each quadrant indicating how strong or at peace you feel in that aspect of your life. Then connect the marks.
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This is a reflection of your (im)balances at the start of our journey together. I suggest you take a photo of this or keep it in the book so you can reference it again later on.



In nomadic cultures when people moved around a place throughout the year, it made sense to mark seasons by celestial moments. Around the world and across cultures, Indigenous science practices have honoured solstices, equinoxes and other celestial events. And as people developed deeper relationships with a place, it became important to create ceremonies and stories honouring a nuanced understanding of seasons based on local weather patterns, animal movements, the planting and emergence of food sources, and spiritual rituals. This included marking times of year to avoid certain foods too, like no fishing during breeding season out of respect.

Western science may sometimes be practised with awe, less often with humility and rarely with reciprocity with our non-human friends. Indigenous science does not allow us to play God by placing ourselves above other beings. There are no existential hierarchies. On the contrary, as one of the youngest species on the planet, we are expected to learn from older, wiser beings who have survived here a lot longer.
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WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







Indigenous cultures around the world are based on a philosophy of innate wholeness of all beings. The medicine wheel is a cross-cultural ‘essential metaphor for all that is’.1 Walking the medicine wheel describes our life journey. Representations of the medicine wheel in physical form are used as a tool for learning, growth and remaining in balance.

A common representation of the medicine wheel is a circle divided into fourths2 (though some cultures such as in China and India divide the circle into five, and others such as the Celtics divide the wheel of the year into eight). For now we will start with the most common wheel with four directions and some of her metaphors: directions (north, east, south and west); seasons (winter, spring, summer and autumn); times of day (morning, afternoon, evening and night); stages of life (infant, child, adult and elder); elements (earth, air, water and fire); and aspects of being human (physical, spiritual, emotional and mental).

All directions need to be in balance for us to live well and be centred in our hearts. To visualise the medicine wheel in three dimensions, imagine a central point below the ground, a point in the centre of the circle representing the heart that unites us all, and a central point above the ground. The portion of the medicine wheel above the ground represents Father Sky, the visible parts of life, and the lower half of the medicine wheel represents Mother Earth, the invisible parts of life. Mother Earth is experienced through feeling and intuition; she is mysterious, a dark womb of life. The famous image of the Vitruvian man3 based on a classical Greek medicine wheel may help you visualise your body as a medicine wheel.




EXERCISE

Wherever you are now, orient yourself to the directions north, east, south and west (perhaps with the help of a compass app on your phone). Take a moment to face each direction and acknowledge it, then take a moment to acknowledge the Earth below by touching the floor, the Sky above by reaching up and the centre by bringing your hands to your heart.

You have now done a simple practice of an embodied medicine wheel. I have done an extended version of this practice for many years to start my day and have worked with others who do a basic version such as bowing in the four directions to start theirs. It is a lovely way to integrate the medicine wheel into your life and honour your body as an altar, as well as to increase grounding and centredness.
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Inside the medicine wheel are known aspects of a culture and individual’s world. What is outside the medicine wheel is without form, the Unknown. Energy is constantly cycling around the medicine wheel. For example, we may walk outside to stand in the sun (physical) and feel gratitude for the warmth on our body (emotional). We may have an experience of deep peace (spiritual) and notice a thought bubble up that says ‘It’s a beautiful day’ (mental). In this simple moment our energy has moved around each direction of the medicine wheel and into the centre of the circle, the heart. It is in the heart that we reconcile energies we receive from the Earth below and Sky above. You may have heard about two-legged humans walking on the Earth’s surface being called channels, hollow bones or human lightning rods because our way of moving through the world connects the energies of Earth and Sky.


EXERCISE

Building on week 1’s exercise, you will now gain more insight into where and why you may be in or out of balance. Using the wheel below, take a few minutes to free write and intuitively create a reflection for yourself of your mental, physical, spiritual and physical worlds in this moment. Reflect on the nature of what is going on in your mind, your spiritual world (that is, what is giving your life meaning and purpose), the emotions you are experiencing, what is going on with your body and in your environment. Include a few words about what centres you and helps keep your heart open.
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Looking at your four-directional medicine wheel reflection, consider what area(s) might need attention and care. This is a tool I developed that can be used periodically as a check-in. Consider how you are spending time keeping your heart open and yourself centred. You may wish to bookmark this page and come back to this exercise again in a few weeks or months to chart your progress towards balance.
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WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







Our values impact the way we live our lives. They are rooted in our culture(s), lived experiences and beliefs, and they determine our daily priorities. Look at the medicine wheel you filled in for week 2. What is at the centre? If you wrote nouns like ‘family’ or verbs like ‘playing soccer’, what underlies them? Perhaps ‘family’ is based on valuing safety or trust and ‘playing soccer’ may be based on valuing passion or teamwork.




EXERCISE

Make note of your core values. Reflect on how you embody them, how you live them in your daily life (mentally, spiritually, emotionally and physically).

[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]



When we are living our core values, it is easier for us to be centred. When we are centred, we feel more relaxed and are able to access flow states where our lives seem to be filled with synchronicities. In Indigenous science, synchronicity is the way time is measured. You can’t force an egg to hatch, or will the winter to be over. These things happen or they don’t, and no amount of force will change that. There’s power in these natural processes, and we can embody that in our daily lives and be just as authentic as our non-human relatives.

Being authentic is being centred in our hearts. And it is easiest to freely be ourselves when we feel safe (physically, mentally, spiritually and emotionally). Of course, there will always be some unsafe feelings in our lives, but for most of us it is hard to be authentic when we are feeling unsafe for extended lengths of time. Adrenaline puts us into survival mode, commonly involving behaviours of fight, flight, freeze and fawn. Some of us have normalised feeling unsafe and suffer from adrenal fatigue1 or sleep troubles, or struggle to trust ourselves and others and question the foundations of our faith. Human life is messy, and acceptance of this is vital to creating safe space for yourself and others to be vulnerable. To build safety into your life, maintain some space for messiness across all aspects of the medicine wheel.


EXERCISE

Ask yourself when, where and with whom do I feel safe emotionally? Mentally? Physically? Spiritually? Notice what insights arise. If you regularly feel unsafe with yourself, in your home or with people in your inner circle this is important to be aware of.

Reflect on how well you allow yourself and others to be messy emotionally, physically, mentally and spiritually. Where is your empathy, compassion and humility about the human struggle strong? Where are your limitations and common triggers? Where are your hard boundaries?
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Keep in mind that allowing messiness means accepting reality, including your and others’ limitations. It does not mean making excuses for abuse or neglect. Our hard boundaries also reflect our core values.

Sometimes we are taught our core values, and sometimes we gain them through lived experiences. Someone may have grown up being able to trust the word of their family and close friends, but then had a partner who cheated on them. How deeply that person values trust may be reflected in the amount of pain they feel when that value is brought into conflict with their partner’s behaviour. They may feel so betrayed they do not want that person in their life anymore, or they may so deeply value fidelity they work to rebuild trust or change the boundaries of their relationship.

Being authentic is also easier when we feel grounded. We’re going to imagine the medicine wheel in three dimensions now. Using the Vitruvian man from week 2, look at the centre (or core) of the body in the wheel. It looks to be at the belly button. (There’s a reason doing abdominal crunches is said to strengthen our core!) Imagine the Vitruvian man body mapped onto a tree of life image: from the belly downward, the human body is underground.2 (If you know about chakras, or energy centres in Hinduism, you will find this familiar, with the heart at the centre of the upper and lower chakras.)

Aspects of life that are invisible, intuited and mysterious are often referred to as the ‘sacred feminine’. We get data, or information, about these aspects through the four clairs (clairsentience, clairaudience, clairvoyance and clair cognizance).3 Aspects of life that are visible and represent the upper part of our bodies, including our arms and head, are often referred to as the ‘sacred masculine’. They are related to the five senses (seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling and touching). The visible aspects of life are often emphasised more in the modern world, while invisible aspects of life such as values, myths and stories and beliefs are taken for granted or assumed.

However, for a tree grounded in earth, how well it grows depends on the quality of its soil, its relationships within its environment and its access to basic sources of nourishment like sunlight. We humans are similar. Just think of a time in your life when you were in an environment that allowed you to thrive, and compare that with a time when you struggled much more. A potted tree can only grow so big, and similarly when we feel constrained we either get stuck and make sacrifices to survive or we move to change our environment with gratitude for having legs!

Like a tree, if we overdevelop the visible aspects of life we will feel shaky, get caught in the breeze of a momentary whim and may even lose some branches or parts of our lives if we are not careful. If we overdevelop the invisible aspects of life, we may starve our bodies of important nourishment and struggle with basic survival needs. The medicine wheel teaches that it is wisest to focus more than half our energy on creating a strong grounding and ensuring we are living our core values. The idea is that then what emerges in our lives will come from this strong invisible foundation into the visible world,4 which will help us maintain balance and teach us how to err when we are in doubt.


EXERCISE

When, where and with whom do you feel strong in yourself (emotionally, physically, spiritually and mentally)? When, where and with whom do you feel more in your body and less in your head?
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[image: ] WEEK 4 Grounding or earthing


WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







We noted in week 3 that to embody the medicine wheel we need to focus more than half our energy and attention on the invisible aspects of life. This allows us to stand with strong legs, hips open and relaxed, connected with the Earth. We commonly talk about carbon footprints, but what about our physical footprints?




EXERCISE

Prepare to do a short walking meditation barefoot or in flat shoes. Walk in a small circle as gently and softly as you can. Look up a fox walking video if you want an example of gentle stepping. You may wish to imagine that your feet are caressing Mother Earth with gratitude with each step. Notice how this feels and compare these movements with how you normally walk through the world.
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For many thousands of years, we humans have been walking barefoot or with leather-soled shoes and sleeping on a mat on the ground that keep us energetically connected with the Earth. It is only recently that so many of us have been spending time in high-rise buildings, wearing rubber-soled shoes and sleeping on elevated and energetically ungrounded mattresses. All of these changes have literally disconnected us from the Earth and elevated our anxiety levels through an increase of ungrounded heady energy.

A number of Western scientific studies1 suggest that grounding or earthing ourselves reduces pain and anxiety and helps regulate cortisol cycles.2 Cortisone is called the stress hormone because it helps our bodies respond to crises, wakes us up in the mornings and regulates our metabolism, among other functions. From an Indigenous scientific perspective, the importance of spending time with the Earth is obvious. When we are physically present with loved ones, able to hug them and share a meal together, for example, it feels very different from when we are connecting through a voice or video chat. When we walk by a tree in a park on our way to work, or sit on the grass for a picnic on the weekend, this feels very different to living intimately within a forest, building a shelter from fallen limbs and leaves, being able to predict changes in weather, witnessing patterns of seasonal change, hunting and gathering our food and leaving offerings at sacred sites.

I am not intending to romanticise our ancestors’ lifestyle but to point out that, for most of us, our intimacy with the Earth has diminished. While electricity and gas in our homes have certainly made our physical lives more comfortable, they have also disconnected us from our natural environments and thus from parts of ourselves.

For Indigenous peoples the land under our feet is the source of our traditional culture. I have heard some Indigenous people describe our feet as our eyes into Mother Earth. If we are spending our time in rubber-soled shoes in buildings insulated from the Earth, disconnected from our sacred Mother, then our culture is literally ungrounded and it is not surprising we spend more time in our heads than feeling deep peace in our bodies.

There are many ways to practise grounding or earthing ourselves. I encourage you to do at least one of the following for a few minutes every day and observe how you feel:


	
Stand or walk barefoot outside.

	Sit, lie or sleep on the ground outside.

	Wear only leather-soled shoes.

	Use a grounding mat on your bed or at your desk.



You can both make and buy grounding or earthing products such as shoes and bed sheets. Traditional moccasin shoes are leather soled, as are many traditional sandals in Europe and Africa, and traditional shoes in parts of Europe and Asia are wooden soled.

Other ways to ground ourselves may be less literal but are equally as important. Doing physical activities that feel good in your body such as dancing, gardening, walking in the wilderness, swimming, patting a pet or even having sex can help us embody our core values and be grounded in ourselves more fully.


EXERCISE

Take a look back at your medicine wheel exercise and core values from weeks 2 and 3. Is there an activity that helps you feel vital and strong in yourself that you could spend more time doing? Is there something you could let go of to facilitate this way of honouring yourself?
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In addition to feel-good physical activities, we can work creatively within our modern environments. If we sit by a screen much of the day or live far from the sea there are creative ways to bring that healing energy into our lives. Salt lamps use a small amount of electricity to emit similar energy as if you were standing by the sea. Soaking our feet or bathing in saltwater at home can help us ground and relax into our bodies. If we live in the inner city and hear traffic more than birds or the sea, we can play ocean waves or forest sounds inside our homes while making our breakfast in the morning. There are many freely available videos online that can lull us to sleep or help us be more grounded during a hectic workday.

Finally, we can honour the power of our imagination. I like to start my morning routine by visualising roots extending from my feet into the earth below. Sometimes when I’m stressed, I close my eyes and imagine a safe or sacred place in the wilderness where I have felt deep peace. Simply imagining ourselves in such a space can calm us down and ground us more in our bodies. The following exercise is a quick way to bring ourselves back into our bodies if we are spiralling out.


EXERCISE

Pick a place you remember well enough to visualise yourself being there. Imagine yourself there: how it feels, what you hear and smell and what you see in your surroundings. Close your eyes and connect with this place for a minute or more. When you reopen your eyes, notice how you feel and the state of your mind. Take note of a few safe and sacred places to visit in your mind when you are stressed.
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[image: ] WEEK 5 Ritual and ceremony


WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







There is a power that each of us can embody that cannot be cultivated through the intellect, through reading and writing (though I realise the irony of writing this in a book). This power is based on our connection with the Earth and our faith in an unseen, interconnected sacredness in the world. When I refer to power, I do not necessarily refer to forcefulness. When we look at the Earth, sometimes there are forceful powers expressed, like earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or monsoons. But more often I experience more subtle powers – such as the beauty of a flower opening her petals, a bird fluttering leaves as it moves to another branch in a tree or the continuous babble of a brook flowing over rocks down a hill.

I see ceremony as intentional embodiment of the sacred through physical action in spiritual community. Another explanation is ‘Processes that are place-based, in relationship with the natural world, which draw together past, present, and future into a space in which personal and collective transformations occur. The focus is on balance and harmony among a vast network of relationships.’1

Since Indigenous science is experienced directly through our relationships with ourselves, each other and the invisible world, we do ceremony to gain knowledge, purify ourselves and honour ourselves and others. During ceremony we use our physical bodies and the natural elements of fire, water and air, and of the land such as minerals and wood. Ceremonies create opportunities for deeper healing, connection and being in the world. We may do ceremony in communion with other humans or not, but we always do ceremony in community. Even when we are physically alone, we are never existentially alone, as we are surrounded by non-human beings, elements of nature and our ancestors. Ceremony reconnects us with ourselves and the Earth, strengthening and affirming the links between our spiritual and physical worlds. As Tiwa Elder Beautiful Painted Arrow Joseph Rael says, ‘[If] we find life empty or unsatisfying, [that’s] because we don’t do enough ceremony.’2

Ritual and ceremony are similar but different. A ritual is a consistent action done with intention. We create rituals around that which we hold sacred (in high esteem or value most) in our lives. Rituals create peace and stability and tend to be more mundane. For example, I value my physical health and do rituals such as washing, stretching, hiking and brushing my teeth to take care of my body. I value my spiritual health and do rituals such as meditations, prayers, offerings and smudging my home to take care of my spirit. I value my intellectual health and do rituals such as reading, reflecting on different perspectives, and creatively playing with ideas to take care of my mind. I value my emotional health and do rituals such as listening to music, sharing my feelings with loved ones and expressing myself through art and music to take care of my emotional world.

We often create rituals without realising it. For example, many people have rituals around coffee and alcohol. Understanding why we are doing such rituals, what is driving us, is empowering. If someone realises that what she is holding sacred is taking a break from the office more than a caffeinated drink, she may take a walk or do a short meditation at her desk instead of going to get a coffee. This may allow her to feel more fulfilment in her break and bring more sacredness into her ritual.




EXERCISE

Reflect on a ritual you perform every day, something you consider mundane. What values and intentions are you expressing through that ritual? What need or desire are you meeting?

Reflect on your safe and sacred space from week 4. What helped you feel sacredness there? Is there a way to create some of those feelings with a daily or weekly ritual?
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Ceremonies may be made up of rituals, but they are based in metaphorical understandings of the way the world works. Ceremonial rituals grow in power through social acceptance and repetition over time. For instance, there are some Zoroastrian temples in Asia where fires have been continuously burning for over 1000 years. To Zoroastrians, fire symbolises purity and the brightness of God, and they express how much they value that by keeping alive a flame that was lit after a year of purification practices done by their ancestors. Unpacking all of the intentional metaphors of meanings underlying a Catholic christening or a traditional Hindu wedding ceremony may be a bit more complicated, but the idea remains that there are shared metaphorical meanings imbuing those ceremonies with power.

Let’s unpack a ritual within a ceremony you are likely familiar with: a woman being married wearing a white wedding dress. The white dress was popularised by Queen Victoria in 1840 when she married Prince Albert. White was not the style of the day, with people in Europe preferring more colourful dresses that could be more easily reworn and laundered. Wearing white became a status symbol to show you could afford to have a dress made for your wedding ceremony that you would only wear once. White also symbolised purity and innocence, values that were upheld in the Victorian era. While a white wedding dress may mean something different to you, by being aware of the metaphors underlying this tradition, we are empowered to choose whether continuing them feels right today. (I chose to wear a red silk wedding dress, which to me symbolised a start to my marriage with passion and a fiery spirit.)


EXERCISE

Reflect on a ceremony you are familiar with such as a wedding, baptism, birthday or graduation. Choose a ritual and consider its underlying meaning, including historical perspectives about the ritual’s inception and modern changes. How well do that ritual’s metaphorical meanings align with your core values?

[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]



Indigenous science is based on sustaining our ceremonial connections with the land and elements of nature, with an underlying metaphorical understanding that all life is sacred. Acts such as killing an animal are traditionally imbued with giving thanks to the animal’s spirit and promising to use its meat, bones, skin and fur to the fullest to honour the life it was giving up.


EXERCISE

Consider your connection between ceremony and the Earth, how you express gratitude to the earth, air, fire and water and to the trees, plants and animals that sustain your life. How do you honour the sacredness of your human nature?
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[image: ] WEEK 6 Honouring our ancestors


WEEK BEGINNING: ___________

SEASON: ___________________







An Indigenous Elder in the Amazon told me that the vast majority (he estimated 90 per cent) of the thought loops that circulate in our minds are not based in our ego, but in ancestral trauma. This has rung true for me and many people I have worked with.

Blood and/or adoptive lineages are the most common way we think about ancestry, reflected in a family tree. But ancestry is so much more. I think about ancestry in four ways:


	our blood and/or adoptive lineages

	the lands where we work and live

	the lands, cultures and religions we sustain a strong spiritual connection with

	personal karma (past, present and future versions of our selves/identities).1




Ancestry of place includes where we were born and have lived and live now, and may include places where the people in our family lived if they were there for a long time. When you think about your ancestry I encourage you to reflect on this definition, keeping in mind also that in animism and evolutionary theory in Western science, ancestors are not limited to humans!

If we go back far enough in our ancestry, all of us are Indigenous to somewhere. On my father’s side my Indigenous ancestry is Frisian from northern Germany (East Frisian), and on my mother’s it is Sumerian from southern Iraq (Ashkenazi Jewish). Indigeneity on my father’s side was clear to me from an early age; growing up, I was taught some cultural traditions and lore and spent time visiting the marshy, swampy and often cloud-covered country near the North Sea.

My mother’s indigeneity was hidden beneath layers of trauma and Jewish religion, as well as generations of living in Eastern Europe and the US. It took me many years to make peace with Judaism and see more clearly the Mesopotamian roots of biblical stories. I then started seeing scary mythological figures in my dreams, which led me on a journey of learning what I could about ancient Mesopotamia and the Indigenous cultures that live(d) there. I found that I feel at home among the lore and country of the Sumerians too (which is also swampy, but much hotter than Friesland).

With Indigenous German and Jewish blood, and being born and growing up on land in the US where slavery and Indigenous massacres took place in the recent past, I have experience healing a lot of ancestral trauma. When the Amazonian Elder told me that 90 per cent of the thought loops in my mind were due to my carrying ancestral trauma, I wanted to let it go and bring more peace into my world. But how?

We wouldn’t be here if not for our ancestors, and every culture has ways of honouring ancestors. Every culture may not, however, consider ancestry as fully as in the definition above, and we all have some unhealthy and traumatised ancestors that need healing, as well as some ancestors with dignity and integrity. The first step I suggest to honour your ancestors is to create a container for them, a sacred space in or around the home. I have found that when we do not maintain an altar outside of us, our bodies become the altar by default, and seeing ourselves through all the projections of our inheritance can be very challenging.

A powerful practice to connect with our ancestors is to create an ancestral altar. An altar is a space for doing ritual and ceremony, where we set up symbolic objects that bring strength and meaning into our lives, leave offerings and draw strength by maintaining sacred space. As my ancestry is full of trauma, I wanted to create space to show I was in relationship with my ancestry, rather than allow the trauma to be carried in my body and seeping into my everyday life. When I began an ancestral altar practice years ago, I created one human and one non-human (tree) altar outside my home. Over the first few months two of my human ancestral altars were completely destroyed during thunderstorms. I was so grateful that the trauma and violence had left my body! And I noticed that I no longer was attracting car accidents or tripping or bumping into things as much as I had in the past.

My ancestors settled down after regular offerings and ceremony, and today I have the ancestral altar inside. Some ancestors I honour directly; for example, today I burned a candle to honour the birthday of my best friend, who passed away six years ago. Some ancestors I honour through rituals for healing; for example, earlier in the week I made two yarn dolls to represent people in my family who are lost in abuse and denial, and when it feels like the right time, I will burn the dolls with the intention that such energy be transformed and reborn into a healthier form. I also have an altar for my baby girl when as a parent I’m not clear what to do for her.




EXERCISE

Choose a space in or around your home. Consider whether a container or drawer you can close or an open space such as a shelf feels better. Reflecting on the full definition of ancestors above, intuitively add items that celebrate your ancestry. Add items for healing, things that remind you of deceased family and friends, objects that remind you of a specific time or place and photographs or written names to commemorate important people, places and events.

Reflect on your cultural heritage and items that express your core values. Set boundaries, such as intending to connect with supportive or healthy ancestors.

Leave an initial offering of an object of beauty such as a crystal, flower or candle, or something special such as a piece of chocolate or a bit of wine. Your ancestors are receiving these offerings energetically, so I suggest disposing of food and drink afterwards as they will have lost vitality through your intentionality.
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Whether you use an ancestral altar or not, your ancestors receive the intentions of your offerings. Honouring someone through dedicating a work of art or doing a good deed, or honouring ancestors of a land by planting trees, are all beautiful practices. There is a saying among many Native American cultures that everything we do affects ancestors in seven generations in either direction of us. If that sounds impressive, many of those cultures define a generation by seven people (from your great-grandparent to your great-grandchild with you in the middle is one generation).
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You may have created an ancestral altar after reading week 6, so let’s delve deeper into what an altar is. Altar is from a Latin word for ‘on high’ (think altitude) and refers to honouring and worshipping through making an offering or sacrifice such as by burning leaves or incense and sending smoke upwards. The offering is a symbolic (in other words, metaphorical) expression of the biblical phrase ‘let go and let god.’ It is a way of expressing internal desires or prayers externally and sending them out into the world. Each offering requires a willingness to do our part to bring our wishes into being.

For example, while wishing to become a mother, I need to be willing to let go of some aspects of my current life (such as sleeping through the night and having a lot of alone time) to make space for a child. A few months ago, I sat down to play with clay and found myself making a mother holding a baby. I painted it and placed it on my personal altar to prepare me for becoming a mother and getting into alignment with my desire. At the right time I will remove the clay figure from the altar and ceremonially dispose of it using vision, intuition and insight. That is the process.

You may be wondering what the difference between an altar and a shrine is. Shrines are sacred containers (for example, the ark of the covenant) that honour the spirit of people, events and ideologies, from veterans of war to Hindu gods. Shrines are more contemplative spaces, while altars are more interactive spaces of worship. Most churches and temples are blended spaces, where people leave offerings like incense, flowers or candles on altars dedicated to figures like Jesus, Krishna or Buddha, and also sit in contemplation and pray for insight and guidance. I find it helpful to be intentional about these differences in my life, but blended spaces may work for you. Ultimately, what we do is build relationships with figures, ideas, events, places and energies, and those relationships flow when we both give and receive and do not always ask or give with an expectation.

Items intentionally placed onto altars are often called power objects, meaning they are imbued with energy and meaning. I put them on and take them off an altar with care and ceremony. Power objects can be anything that we feel drawn to or have meaning for us, from a candle to a cross to a rock we pick up off the ground. Sometimes the meaning is clear to me when I place an object on an altar, and other times the meaning becomes clear over time. Occasionally I am moved to break open power objects to free trapped energy, creating ease for my body and relationships that do not need to break since I am doing so metaphorically. I may also be moved to pass power objects on to other people, bury them or burn them. It depends what feels right and what insight comes to me in visions and intuition.

Indigenous science altars were traditionally built outdoors. You may have heard of the Incan rock mesa on a small island in the middle of Lake Titicaca, or of living tree altars in Europe made famous by Druids. Doing ritual and ceremony in wilderness, or even in a garden or park, is a different experience to being indoors. You can more easily get feedback from birds, insects and other beings, and from the weather. For example, I often speak with people who are working through challenging emotions while I am outside. Often the wind will rustle through the leaves of a tree or a bird will fly by at a moment that feels auspicious and brings insight or feelings of affirmation. A prelude to building an outdoor altar, though, is a connection and relationship with the place and the beings who live there. Trees are generally receptive to relationships with humans, acknowledged in Western science through our symbiotic carbon-oxygen exchange of air.




EXERCISE

In the spirit of trees as living altars, choose a tree that is easy for you to spend time with. Set an intention to connect with that tree. Start by acknowledging the tree with a look, nod, smile or other gesture. Notice what you feel. Then touch the trunk, either with your hand or by leaning against it. Close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. Notice what you feel. Sit for a few minutes and experience.

Reflect on what offering you could give to the tree as thanks for sharing its energy with you. You may be moved to leave something physical such as a flower, or to sing for a moment while you’re with the tree.
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When doing something like this, how do we know when it is working or if we are imagining things? Let’s consider how power objects work. Do you have a relationship with an object such as a childhood teddy bear or a favourite mug? How do you feel when you hold that object? While objects do have their own inherent energy, the warm feelings you have are primarily based on you projecting power into that object and creating a one-sided relationship. That’s one way to connect, but if we create that kind of relationship with a person, it won’t last very long. We need to show up with some openness and interest to learn about the other, and to share some of ourselves. Do you get a feeling or sense of knowing when a plant is thirsty or when your dog wants to come inside? When a relationship is working, there is reciprocity.

When we start opening up to relationships with our ancestors, the energy that emerges can overwhelm us. It’s as if we had stuffed part of ourselves into a closet, and upon opening the door a bunch of energy was set loose to flow more freely in our lives. This is only empowering if we maintain a sense of agency about it. I have found that it helps many people to manage this energy by designating an ancestral spokesperson. Usually it is someone familiar to the person, such as a recently deceased relative. Opposite is a protocol for designating a spokesperson, and you can find a guided meditation version online.1


EXERCISE

Bring an offering to your ancestral altar. Then sit at the altar and introduce yourself energetically. Let your ancestors know that you will be starting to work intentionally with them and that you require a spokesperson who is able to offer you support, protection and patience. Let them know that is the one you will communicate with and that all messages need to go through the spokesperson.

Ask your ancestral spokesperson to step forward and introduce themselves so you can feel their energy. Ask them to show you a sign so you can tell when they’re giving you messages or are in your presence. Make note of what comes to you, or what happens outside of you. If you are not clear now, ask for a sign again later.
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Reciprocity is a basic tenet of Indigenous science and animistic living. It’s based on exchange, but not the transactional kind like paying a few dollars to buy a burger. Reciprocity is grounded in generosity. One way to think about it is as follows: the Earth gives to us so that we may live. We get air to breathe, water to drink, food to eat and beings that can be sacrificed for us to eat, build shelter from and make clothing and so on. And what does the Earth get from us in return? In return, we take care of our environment, our human and non-human relations and the elements. You may be thinking, wait, but we don’t do reciprocity very well – what about rainforest destruction and air pollution, deep-sea mining and other painful modern realities of human progress? We are already experiencing the effects in our internal and external worlds, because we are interconnected with the Earth.

The more connected we feel to another person the stronger the relationship, and the more hurt we feel when they are in pain. It’s similar with pets or trees we befriend, landforms or places. I had a friend who was so intimate with her garden of 20 years she could feel specific plants calling to her when they were thirsty. If you do not identify as an Indigenous person or do not live on your people’s land, try to imagine what it might feel like when people have relationships with plants, rocks, landforms, sacred sites, and their human ancestors over many generations for thousands of years. When Indigenous scientists say that we feel the pain of the land in our bodies, this is why.
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