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Introduction

In the old days, there was peace and harmony in the mountains where our people (the Cherokee) lived, struggled for survival, and raised the young ones. There was respect for the elders, and they were honored in our ceremonies. Don’t get me wrong, we were not without our difficulties, ’cause there were plenty with just surviving a winter in the mountains. We were a people who shared all things, and we did not own the land. It and we were free to be responsible to care for others who also shared. We had everything in nature, and Mother Earth gifted us with plants for food and for our ills. We beat our drum, sang our songs, danced, and worked for survival of the family, clan, and tribe. We were one with each other and the Universal Circle of Life.

—OSCAR ROGERS, CHEROKEE ELDER, EASTERN BAND OF CHEROKEE INDIANS

From the dawn of time, human existence has borne witness to people banding together in the face of adversity for the sake of survival. Mutual protection and support were the function of relational bonds that have historically held people together under a common purpose. Individual survival rooted itself in the survival and well-being of the group. Essentially, survival required independence based on the interdependence of each person within the group. Although the hardships facing many people today are different from those of our ancestors, both in kind and magnitude, one common fact remains: people need people.

The traditional customs of Native Americans originated not only as a means of survival in response to the demands of difficult conditions, but also in response to the various needs that comprise what it means to be human. Native Americans have existed for thousands of years, developing a rich heritage that exemplifies the value of the group. The cultural practices and traditional views that arose out of a need to survive are for many Native Americans a way of life profoundly rooted in a pride and respect for such a gift—the gift of life.

Today it is estimated that there are more than 2.5 million Native Americans living in the United States, and this population is steadily growing. Although Native Americans account for only about 1 percent of the total U.S. population, they have been described as comprising 50 percent of the diversity that exists in this country. This diversity among Native American nations is illustrated by 250 languages and 500 or more federally recognized tribes, and some 400 state-recognized tribes in the United States today. The diversity is also seen in varying levels of cultural commitment among the members of a given tribe or nation. However, a prevailing sense of “Indianness” based on a common worldview seems to bind Native Americans together as a people of many peoples.

Being Indian is not just the degree of American Indian blood one may have, but a way of life and a connection to the ancestors that taught us to live and be Indian. As a Cherokee elder said, “You are not Cherokee because you have a BIA [Bureau of Indian Affairs] enrollment card. You have to live and be the culture that is based on a unique heritage. You have to know what it means to gift with the sacred tobacco and how to give thanks to the Great One each day. It is a way of life with values that are uniquely Cherokee.”

As federally recognized, the proper and legal definition of an Indian is a person of American Indian or Alaska Native descent. However, people of most tribes prefer to be called by their own traditional and/or accepted names, such as the Cherokee, Catawba, Seneca, Seminole, and so forth. “Native American,” which is acceptable, has become more inclusive of state-recognized and other tribal peoples who may be seeking recognition as natives who trace their ancestry back to the time here before the Europeans arrived in North America.

It is also important to note that many Americans have some Indian blood and may not be “recognized” as American Indian or Native Americans, but they are certainly of Indian ancestry. As an elder said, “Call me what you want, just call me to dinner.” However, he said, “Deep down inside, I really don’t like being called ‘Indian’ per se because it was used in a negative way when I was going to the public school off the reservation.” He also reminded me that the word squaw was a negative word, and that he remembered feeling angry when someone referred to an Indian girl as a squaw.

In this book we will use American Indian and Native American, or refer to the specific tribe when appropriate. As Doc Sequoyah has said, “I am a Cherokee first, a Bigcove Cherokee second, and I even got a little German in me, but I am an American Indian.”

American Indian traditional values consist of sharing, cooperation, noninterference, being, family and tribe, harmony with nature, a time orientation toward living in the present, preference for explanation of a natural phenomena with the supernatural, and a deep respect for elders. In contrast, American mainstream values emphasize domination, competition, aggression, doing, individualism and the nuclear family, mastery over nature, saving and greed, a time orientation toward living for the future, a preference for scientific explanation of things, and reverence of youth. We, the authors, followed the ways of our grandmothers and grandfathers as Cherokee Indians who have lived in the region of North Carolina and Tennessee for many generations. Having an Irish father and grandfather has helped to make the differences between the cultures more clear. While one is not better than the other, there are certainly differences that caused some confusion while growing up on and off the reservation.

Native Americans have always stressed the importance of cultural ways and traditions as taught by the elders from our ancestors. Attitudes and behaviors associated with various Native American values can be expressed as follows.


VALUES, ATTITUDES, AND BEHAVIORS

In a group, harmony is the focus, which discourages boisterous individual behavior. At the same time, autonomy is respected. When I (J. T.) was young we were taught not to interfere with someone for fear that we would “take on their consequences.”

It is important to demonstrate that one has the ability to use keen abilities of hearing, seeing, and smelling; these were of critical importance for the tribe in earlier years, for developing hunting and fishing skills as well as for finding plants for Medicine and protecting the family during travels. Our grandfather was a great tracker, a skill that was admired by many. Also, his keen ability of observation was well known, along with his patience. These are honored traits and learned abilities in the group setting.

Respect is honored and disrespect is shunned within the tribe. Respect for the elders shows strength and humility, which is greatly honored. Also respect for nature, the animals, the winged ones, and every living creature is honored as demonstrating sacredness. Earlier relationships demonstrated harmony and respect for nature to the point that “even moving a rock without asking permission showed disrespect.”

The spiritual ways are emphasized today as they always have been, since there was an understanding with Mother Earth, Father Sky, Sun, Moon, and all of the natural environment called the Universal Circle. The Great One was thanked for everything provided for life survival. The elders are a resource of wisdom and a source of learning the “old ways” for survival.

Still today, despite searching on computers and so many resources available, the elder is treated as the Beloved Man and the Beloved Woman in the tribe, who is the most wise about all things. There is a certain caution with newcomers and with new relationships. Also, personal and family issues are “kept within the family circle, not to be hung out like laundry for everyone to see.”

Before the advent of television, storytelling provided many of the lessons learned, as well as guidance on values and behaviors expected as members of the tribe. Traditional American Indian values and attitudes include a sense of humor that can only be appreciated because of living that culture and time, as is the case with other cultures of people. In growing up we called them “Indian jokes,” only because you had to be American Indian or Cherokee to understand the joke. Humor is important in the bonding process of a family and with friends, “as long as it’s proper and does not criticize anybody else,” as Mother and Grandmother would say.

The key to American Indian values, attitudes, and behaviors is to be strong and endure while belonging to a group, while respecting nature, the elders, the family, and the tribe. The focus is on being a protector and helper while honoring the traditions and cultural ways with respect and dignity.

American Indian “ways” can be misconstrued by the dominate population when he or she does not stare or look directly at a person. The idea of “you look at me when I talk to you” would be just the reverse in a traditional American Indian family. The reason for looking down is to show respect and “not to interfere with the person as you show respect.” An important value is to demonstrate modesty, which demonstrates humility. Loud behavior and getting attention is not respected by others. As the reader will see in reading this book, belonging is an important value. In earlier years, belonging to a family and tribe would assure your survival, compared to the popular notion today of “making it on your own.” Showing patience and silence were virtues of self-control and inner strength admired by American Indians. Listening and moderation show diligence and respect for the storyteller, the family, visitors, or within the tribe in general. We did not want to embarrass our family or tribe. Unlike pushing a student to speak out and to be aggressive with answers, this type of behavior was frowned upon. The elders would call this type of behavior to our attention.

In 1879, when Richard H. Pratt founded one of the first Indian boarding schools and proposed his remarkable slogan “Kill the Indian and save the man!” he could not have grasped the depth and breadth of wisdom offered by Native American values and practices. Through value consensus Native Americans have consistently resisted acculturation into mainstream society possibly more than any other ethnic minority group. Pratt did understand one fundamental principle underlying the idea of assimilation: break the spirit of a people and you have broken the people. However, he could not have foreseen the vigor and tenacity of the Native American spirit, which has survived, nearly as long as Mother Earth herself, on the sacred views and traditions of its peoples. As a Cherokee elder said, “We have never wanted to be a part of their [white man’s] group, so why didn’t they just leave us alone?” Another elder said, “However things go we are part of the past, and we are the future. Instead of dwelling on the ‘wrongs’ of the past we must be the example of ‘rights’ for the future.”




FULL CIRCLE TEACHINGS

There has been little opportunity for the public to participate in forums or gatherings with American Indian Elders, especially Medicine Men (and Women). The traditional teachings, or “Medicine-way,” has been gradually lost with the changing culture of indigenous people in America. As one elder said in 1984, “It is time for us to renew our cultural ways so the young people will not forget. We have lost too much, and in one generation we could lose it all.” The tribes have initiated cultural programs in schools and in their communities, as well as started teaching the language. Multicultural programs were started at universities and many programs were started to bridge the generational gap. (The difficulty is always procuring the funding to keep these programs going.) However, little was available for those outside the tribes who were interested in learning more about the traditional teachings.

There is concern within the tribes about sharing teachings that might be considered sacred. Who can blame any American Indian tribe for being skeptical of federal monies for them to share their cultural traditions or have university studies done on the existing culture? In addition, there is so little in the literature on traditional beliefs and Indian Medicine, and much of what is out there is written by non-Indians. From our perspective, we are glad there is some really good information provided, but how can it be framed in a way that is useful for survival in our society and for our way of life today?

We, the authors, decided to start a weekend workshop called Full Circle gatherings to provide teachings based on traditional and cultural ways of the Cherokee and other American Indian tribal ways. These gatherings are held on the Cherokee Indian reservation, where we are comfortable with the indoor and outdoor setting for having group and full participation. The Full Circle gatherings, to which participants are personally invited, is an opportunity for Cherokee and other elders to participate in sharing cultural teachings.

A typical Full Circle gathering starts on a Friday evening and sets the stage with drumming, flute music, and a traditional smudge using sage and cedar as a “clearing-way.” There is time for setting the weekend agenda while bonding as a circle group. There is always a traditional story and song-chants with the drumming to remind us somewhat of what this gathering must have been in earlier years. This is a teaching time that draws educators, counselors, ministers, energy workers, and others interested in learning more about what is sometimes called the “old wisdom,” and simply to enjoy the teachings and outside activities. We have been hosting Full Circle gatherings twice a year for the past nine years.

Full Circle becomes a family, in a sense, as we enjoy and look forward to the time to come together, similar to a family reunion. It is also a time to “let our hair down” or “confront ourselves” or to “have a reality check,” as described by participants. It is also a time to enjoy the healing energy of Mother Earth or to “feel protected while renewing our lives to deal with the stress of work and family at home.” The focus is on adults, primarily because of space and at the request of adults who attend. We utilize leaders that are trained counselors, called “helpers,” to facilitate groups for activities and exercises.

Full Circle brings us back to nature with outside trips and exercises that focus on getting back in touch with the energy of nature. It also includes discussion of plants as “helpers” for healing, as well as techniques that will be discussed in this book for reframing our lives and healing in a group setting. Sunday morning is a time for ceremony—the healing circle—and a time of reflection as we have a “clearing-way” to help guide the journey home.

The events of 9/11, the terrorist attack on America that left the World Trade towers in New York in rubble, has changed us as free-spirited Americans. As a friend says, “The giant has awakened, and he is jealous of the golden harp and golden egg. The resentment of others for our wealth and privilege will mean that we put up gates to protect our property.” This enemy is not so clearly defined and easily seen. The events of September 11th have also brought people to Full Circle who want to know about the traditional teachings of earlier American Indians for survival. Many of the techniques and exercises that we use have more validity today, it seems, than ever before. As a Cherokee elder put it, “We will be all right, although it may not seem that way right now. We are survivors who always look to our ancestors for the right ways and for survival. It is time to renew the lessons of the past to bridge the future. It is even more important that we remind ourselves that our purpose here is to be a protector of Mother Earth and a helper to all living things.”

Full Circle gatherings have dusted off some older techniques and exercises to be “helpers” with relationships and healing. Several of those are presented in this book. The traditional idea of life being a continual “beginning-again” is a wonderful lesson, as are teachings that involve doing things or just being in nature. It is a time of “a new spring,” as an elder put it, a time when life begins again with the blooming of flowers, and bees and birds enjoy spreading the seeds of life as we listen to them sing. We must not forget the enjoyment of life, while we muddle in the mud wrong-doing and wrong-being. Nature is our lesson and our answer to harmony and balance. We must bring back the drumming, the old songs, and the dance that lifts our spirits. We must listen to our ancestors and honor our elders as we relearn respect for each other. Instead of taking time to smell the roses, we’d best take time to plant the roses.

The teachings of Full Circle bring the traditional ways of American Indian wisdom to us for use in our lives. The East is the Path of enlightenment. The Sun rises in the East; it is the fire that warms our hearts and fuels our beginning as a spirit coming into this world. We look to family for protection and for support, and we establish an extended family of friends to encourage and to support our feelings. We want to be where we feel we belong. We look to the South as the Path of Innocence and Spirit where we are connected to Mother Earth. Like our youth, we will master our circumstances for survival. We look to the West as the Path of Introspection for us to continually look within and at ourselves for strength, and endurance for independence. The flow of energy is like water that is the life blood. We turn to the North as the Path of Quiet and Truth for us to learn the lessons that have swept the Universal Circle through the winds of time. We learn generosity as we give of our gifts for the benefit of all living things here on Mother Earth.

This is our Medicine Wheel to protect our way of life, our culture, our traditions, and our future survival. These lessons of our ancestors teach us to honor our elders, teach our children respect, and bring us peace.

Full Circle teachings are a combination of the two generations of father and son, but with many generations of “old wisdom” of Native American traditional teachings and techniques backing us up. Many of the ideas described in this book represent generations of stories and cultural traditions passed down through time in order that the spirit of Indian people may continue to survive and to thrive. By understanding cultural differences we are able to recognize themes of commonality that exist for all cultures, for each of us as individual human beings. As a Cherokee elder put it, “To understand the Medicine of life is to understand your own purpose for being human beings.”*1

Full Circle utilizes the group as one of the primary settings in which healing may occur. There are many advantages to using the group for this process of personal transformation. For instance, some of the benefits include the lifelike quality that a group adds to the process and the value of the support and input provided by others who may be experiencing similar issues or concerns. For Native Americans, the group is an ideal place and way for learning, for transition, and for expressing personal growth. Connection and support play a prominent role in healing and in wellness. For this reason, Native American traditional practices and ceremonies emphasize the importance of the group.

The idea of the group is rooted in all societies and all cultures; though it may serve differing functions and be valued in diverse ways. Similarly, vast differences exist both within and between cultural groups concerning values, beliefs, and practices. The fact that one cultural group may be different from another has spurred great attempts at defining, examining, explaining, expounding upon, and, in some cases, accommodating those differences. Truly, there are differences between groups just as there are differences between individuals. Differences among peoples should be understood and welcomed based on the premise that it is better to resolve differences than to live with indifference.

Quite possibly, it is through our differences that we learn the true value of that which makes us one. We all have different worldviews. We all have slightly different perspectives on what we see, what we hear, and what we experience. Still, we also share something very sacred, and something that sometimes is forgotten or neglected in the search for a meaningful grasp of the world as we know it. All cultures seem to under stand that our differences offer an opportunity and appreciation for the wonderful world we live in today. However, while some of us want to better understand and appreciate the uniqueness of other cultures of people, some prefer to be biased, and they are all right with that. As an elder teacher said, “It is all right to be different, one to another. The traditional Indian view is to accept differences as a way of life, and that is okay. It has been difficult for us as Cherokees to understand why others could not just accept us as we accepted them. Of course, I believe this nonacceptance and tendency to interfere is universal with some all over the world. While we cannot change the world, we can certainly accept acceptance within our own hearts.”

It is the ever-challenging job of the helper to draw on this sacred strength, the humanity inherent within all of us, to enter a person’s frame of reference and to understand before attempting to walk the path of healing with that person. In the traditional teachings a helper plays a very important role in every aspect of the American Indian and Alaska Native life. One of the first teachings learned as a very young child is to be a helper, to help Grandmother in order to learn respect for the elders, or to be a helper to learn skills of planting, then to learn the skills of hunting as you grow older. The helper is also the person who guides and protects you as you develop to a point when you yourself will be a helper. This development is emphasized in the Full Circle gatherings, where helpers are utilized in every activity and exercise, teaching as participants evolve in learning the Medicine-way of life.

We must not forget that we all have this sacred power and that we are all a part of one another. Finally, we must keep in mind that no one is better equipped to change someone than that someone. Patience and respect are invaluable tools for any form of healing. The Cherokee elders have taught us that there is healing in calmness and strength in humility. The lesson of perspective is utterly crucial to working with anyone who is different from ourselves. It is always important to remember that no two people have exactly the same experiences; we are all different, and in a sense, possess what could be considered a “personal culture” of our own. Yet our humanity lends us common ground for experiencing and for relating to one another. Ultimately, in seeking wellness, we must not forget to relate to ourselves, always keeping in touch with our inner experience. It is important for all cultures to resolve our difference and avoid the conflicts of indifference.




FULL CIRCLE: THE PREMISE

Although the work presented here originates from the traditions and practices of a diverse and proud people, and although the techniques are constructed by Native Americans, the ideas and the methods of application are universal in scope. Full Circle is an introduction to the traditional framework of healing and growth for use by both Native Americans and non-Native Americans alike. Indeed, people are people, and what you find if you take the time to look is this: People are more alike than different when it comes to the human spirit. Full Circle should be read and practiced with this thought in mind.

The teachings presented herein offer techniques and ways of thinking that are helpful to us as individuals, as well as in the group setting. Native American teachings inherently possess certain universal truths that apply to each of us. Perspective is the key, and the message is clear: Our humanity is our commonality—we must use it, and use it well.

To avoid confusion, the term “Full Circle” will be used throughout this book to encompass the concepts and teachings of American Indian wisdom that are sometimes difficult to describe because of cultural differences and references that are not within much of our grasp today as a society and culture. Our purpose in describing these teachings and techniques is to frame them for understanding today, as well as to preserve this wonderful Old Wisdom. The weekend gathering that we host twice a year will be referred to in this book as Full Circle gathering.

Full Circle is a concept describing in each of us the cyclical nature of self-knowledge (knowing), harmony and balance (being), and life purpose (doing) for maintaining harmony or recognizing sources of disharmony. It is based on the premise that wellness depends upon the conscious and continuous interaction of these three components. Spiraling to a higher level of awareness seems to occur when we cross over into a different frame of mind and of being. Traditional Indian techniques used sacred objects or places that would set the stage for this transformation. Therefore, using the circle or group was a powerful way to bring people together for council, healing, and spiritual activities.

Just as life itself follows a spiral motion that moves us through our development, Full Circle embodies the realm of our life and its constant motion. This book utilizes traditional and natural ways of Indian people to get us back in touch with ourselves. The circle becomes something more powerful than just people sitting around simply talking; it becomes a place for healing and continued wellness.




THE FULL CIRCLE LEADER

American Indians use the terms leader and helper somewhat differently than other cultures do today. The traditional leader was someone with strong spiritual abilities who would encourage others to be involved and participate in being a helper to others. The leader was often the teacher or the Medicine Man. The leader could be the person working in the planting field, a person of humility, and a person who might have less in terms of wealth as we know it today. It was most likely not someone who is appointed or commissioned to accomplish something. The leader or helper becomes an integral part of the Full Circle gathering by allowing the opportunity for a group to be guided. The leader may be a mental, physical, natural, or spiritual healer who provides some form of guidance to the group. The most important qualification for this role is that the person be a natural leader.

What is a leader, anyway? Is a leader not someone who either makes choices or helps in the making of choices? If so, then we are all leaders in our own lives. As we will discuss later in chapter 1, the intrinsic value of “leadership” is valued over any specific title or role.

The exercises presented herein provide ways of receiving information or guidance, both in the group and within the individual. A leader may be a healer or one who is in need of self-healing. In order to help others we must be able and willing to help ourselves. In order to help others take a look at themselves, we must be willing to look at ourselves. Ultimately we must not ask others to do what we ourselves would not be willing to do, and even then we must do so with respect and patience. In a traditional sense, openness is the key to an awareness of oneself within the greater Universal Circle.

The leader often becomes a “helper” in the process of healing or finding a path to wellness through balance and harmony. Attaining balance becomes the process of “grounding,” and achieving harmony becomes the process of bonding with all things around us in our environment. Therefore, everything becomes a helper to us. This includes plants, animals, minerals, birds, Mother Earth, trees, rocks, and everything having a purpose in our lives. Nothing should be overlooked. In this way, one can see why it was important for Indians to give thanks to the Great One for everything. The leader could also be a support person, such as a trusted elder or a friend, until the individual becomes a leader in her or his own vision; then that elder or friend becomes the leader. The value of leadership within Native American culture will be discussed in more detail in chapter 1.

Full Circle provides dialogue and techniques emphasizing wellness and healing rather than illness and disharmony. Anyone who seeks with an openness in their search will find answers to their difficulties. It takes a special willingness to seek out truth, regardless of how difficult it may seem. The traditional stories told by the Indian elders and teachers usually guide rather than direct answers to situations. As an example, there is a Cherokee story about the Medicine Elders and other special persons coming together in the mountains during certain times of the year to seek the Medicine together. For several evenings they would dance and use their rattles and drums with chants and songs, sharing stories of their experiences and journeys during that year. They all knew that they were there for a purpose, and they knew that during the last evening of their circle together, the “spirit people” would place something very special in their Medicine bag. This represents something they would learn, such as a new use for an herb, or a story that could be used, or possibly some special ability, or a healing power they would receive in order to help others. It might be something broad, or it could be something very specific for bringing about harmony and balance in their world.

As community groups come together to solve problems for the benefit of the community, traditional circle gatherings would be used for “healing of the towns and state of affairs,” as an elder put it. Today it is not always the case that our most humble and caring people are our leaders. It is more likely that the most vocal and affluent are our leaders. Full Circle teaches us to be patient when we have something to say and to say something out of patience, rather than being driven to accomplish something. Calm resolve and guidance by helpers of various aspects of our community can bring about change in subtle ways, as long as we can leave out the egos and emotional issues. The leaders help to “work through those emotions and act within the laws of the tribe to bring about resolve. We start by thanking the Great One, calling in our ancestors for guidance, and sharing the pipe of peace symbolically while we bring in the helpers to work together for the good of all,” says an elder. In that sense, there is healing.

Now it is your time to enter the circle and to seek your own path to wellness as a leader, helper, and healer of humankind and Mother Earth.
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