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ABOUT HOPPING
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Flying as fast as my understanding permits

unfolding my wings as much as I dare

I mostly hop around.

But sometimes I soar like an eagle—

catching the thermals, working the clouds,

floating through a space that has already found its wings.

I like to fly with the eagles—

to see from their perspective.

But I also like to hop.

Flying affirms why I learn and that I learn.

Hopping reminds me there is more to learn.

Always more.

I figure God hops every once in a while.

To remember why he flies.

And to stay in practice.

And to learn.

If I hop, and God hops,

you must hop, too.

—Michael Hull
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by Chief Leonard Crow Dog

I HAVE BEEN ASKED to say a few words for the book of my nephew, Mike Hull.

My grandpa and my dad knew about this man for a long time. For many years they would say, “Grandson, there is a man. You will help him. He will come from the South, and you will help him know the sacred way of life.” They told me there was a new Indian coming and that I would teach him. I thought they were joking.

My grandson and my dad talked about the sacred sun dance. They said the ancestors were praying for the ceremony to be in the Lone Star State. And then this man, Chief Michael Hull, comes to Paradise, and they tell me this is the man. So he is at Paradise for many years, and he dances here for a long time. He has a dream for a ceremony in Texas to help the children and the future generations. We all talked about the sun dance in Texas for many years, and then, when the time was just right, we gave him the medicine bundle for the sacred sun dance way of life.

That dance has now begun in Texas. We went to Texas and placed the sacred bonnet on his head. We dance there with him and teach the people about this sacred way.
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Chief Leonard Crow Dog

The Red man’s way of life is very holy. We hold a key to the sacred way, to the understanding of this way of life. The times are hard for us right now. The old people are taking their journey to the Spirit world. Our young people are tempted by alcohol and drugs. We must hold on to the sacred way of life, the holy tree, the holy breath of life. May all of you be blessed in your life by the reading of this book.

All my relations.

Chief Leonard Crow Dog
Witnessed and endorsed by
Joann Crow Dog
Henry Crow Dog II
Paradise, Rosebud Reserve
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by Mary Thunder

TO ALL WHO MIGHT SEE these words, I say, “Aho Mitakuye Oyasin.”

Mike has asked me to write some words for his new book. With a smile and tears of remembrance I write these words to you all from a heart that is full of pride for Mike. My memory goes back to a vision quest in Texas, so long ago, where our friend Jimmy Schulman brought his “best friend”—a tall kind of lanky guy who reminded me of Abe Lincoln when I first saw him. I found out he was a lawyer and chuckled to myself about how right on my first impression was. Mike didn’t seem to “take” to vision quest procedures like a duck to water right away—or maybe it might be more correct to say he didn’t take to me right away. I have the gift of sight and could see he was a most angry young man, and everything I said, did, or suggested would turn his aura into a beautiful shade of flaming red. I heard more than one time on that quest “I hate you; I hate the sight of you” from his mind and eyes. When I checked with Spirit, Spirit said that this was a very special young man who needed to be brought “home to me” for his work on this planet.

I nicknamed him “Tall Guy” and remember yelling “OK, it’s time to go” and seeing “Tall Guy” fall out of his tent and promptly drop his vision quest prayer ties into the cactus. Then later on, when I checked on him during his quest, he was in the rain, running through like a river, with about seven ducks flying overhead going “quack, quack, quack.” I smiled and told him that perhaps his emotions were running rampant in his life, and his mind needed to clear its chatter. I don’t know how, from that start, Mike and I became such close friends. I later found out that Mike had been clear of a major drug for only seven days.

Mike became a member of our group, pulling a strong group of friends from Austin, Texas. He would go on to help Dennis Banks and Buddy Red Bow marry Horse and me; help us come to the land in West Point, Texas, to our Thunder Horse Ranch; be one of our first board members on the board of the Church of Blue Star; help us with the Christmas projects for the elders and children; and help with all our service projects. Mike became very important in my life as an advisor, friend, and supporter.

He called me a teacher, but I called him Mike or Mikey. He was fun. We always loved to share our worst problems with Mike, and by the end of the visit we were all laughing. As a student, Mike was always striving for the best with a good heart that was opening fuller every day. I learned as much from Mike as he says he learned from me. I have only tried to share with others what my elders have shared with me. They helped me to live, and I am grateful.

I have to say that Mike had a competitive side that would show itself sometimes. When I was speaking he would always start a paper ball fight, or when I was sharing some huge principle he would try it out to see if it held the truth. One time I arrived early to find Mike sharing a class on aura readings to all so that they could change their auras and I couldn’t tell what was going on. I truly enjoyed it.

Once I officiated at a marriage in Austin to a judge of the court and his wife, who was a doctor. When the couple was in the reception line, I walked over to smoke a cigarette and enjoy the sight of the happy couple. I was deep in thought when a very nice man in a tuxedo tapped me on the arm and asked if he could talk to me. I turned around to find myself surrounded by men in tuxedos. They were mostly judges and attorneys. One man said, “We have found in the past that Mike was one of the most ruthless and cunning men to work with, and then something happened—he just changed. Mike has said that you were responsible for his change. What did you do?” I only answered that Mike himself was very responsible for his own change. He had found God and Spirit, and I was so proud of him!

Sun dance was where Mike “grew up” and left the group to go on his own, I believe, but first let me share with you a small bit of my own thoughts. I had been a part of the lives of the Crow Dog family since 1974, having been adopted into the family by Grandma Mary Gertrude and Grandpa Henry. I was then the adopted niece to Uncle Leonard Crow Dog, a man I had seen healing people, feeding people, and caring about people since the early years. I only went to Crow Dog’s Paradise to do the ceremonies and make prayers for a better family life. In 1980 that changed, with a prophecy from Uncle to me about my having a heart attack, dying, returning to the world, and then becoming a spiritual woman. I then had to sun dance. As I am part Indian, the sun dance experience was not so easy for me. Besides the prayers for the people, four days of no food and water, and dancing only to thank the Creator for the return of my life, I also endured much reverse prejudice from full-blooded Indians: being knocked down, kicked, spit on, and called all kinds of names. All I had been told to do was dance for the people so that the people could live, but for a while I didn’t think I was going to make it. For many years I would go, knowing my place (nowhere) and keeping to myself. I would go and dance, then after the dance sit on a cooler, eat a bologna sandwich, drink a Pepsi, and help Grandpa Henry Crow Dog pick up trash.

Since I had never sought to be anything, and all that I have done has been told to me to do, the next thing was so mysterious. I had never thought that anyone—oh, maybe my children—would follow me into the dance and become a sun dancer. But then Mike Hull asked my permission to dance. I was aware that Uncle Leonard and Buddy Red Bow had kidded him about dancing, but he asked me if he could dance. Through long prayer, my sights from Spirit of the future, and my own motherlike fear for Mike, I said I was not in favor of it, for I just didn’t want to see anyone else go through what I had. But Buddy and I did agree to sponsor him, and when we talked to Uncle Leonard, he asked me if I was willing to support him and dance for him if he did not fulfill his commitment. Of course I said, “Yes, Uncle.” That was the first year of our camp at Crow Dog’s. Then Uncle came to the ranch and invited our whole group to go. I spent that whole year crying, because how would this wonderful group of people understand service without thanks, being a minority, not being respected, or having any of the things that I had done to me done to them? I prayed and prayed, “Please, Great Mystery, let me have done this for them.” The name of the camp went from Thunder’s White Camp to Thunder’s Angels that year. We survived, and I was so grateful.

That first dance was hard for Mike. Buddy and I saw his red sun-burnt body and the pain he was in, and we came back to our camp and discussed what to do for him. Oh, how Buddy and I loved Mike. So we went to Uncle, and we all talked and decided that Buddy and I would go in and dance to help his energy, and if he got worse we were going to pull him out. I was experiencing some respiratory problems, so I went to the doctor, and he put acupuncture needles in my chest so that I could go out and dance for Mike. Buddy went right into the men’s line and danced right beside Mike. I danced behind in a woman’s line. It seemed to help, and his energy started to come back up. Then I looked up, and there was Buddy dancing with me and saying, “Hey—you got pneumonia, and you’re dancing for Mike, so now I am going to dance with you to help and pray for you!” What a day.

After the dance, Mike was really sick, so Buddy and I decided to take him to the Chipps’s for a healing, since Uncle was leaving right away from Crow Dog’s Paradise. Pulling into the Chipps’s, we were met by Grandma Victoria Chipps, who can’t see well. When we told her Mike was sick, she got right next to his nose with her nose and said, “OK, you need a healing, so go chop up those rocks.” Now in South Dakota you usually have for a rock pile a slab of the mountain, and then you take a pickax and break the slab into rocks—and that is what she had this dying guy do. I had to laugh. Then she and I went into her little cabin, with a dirt floor, and sat at the table and joked and laughed. I got up and did all her dishes as we talked and laughed. I love Grandma so. Then I went to get some water from the well. I heard Grandma call out to Mike, “Go and carry that pail of water for her—she shouldn’t have to be doing that herself.” Mike came and carried the water. Then once he was inside, she had him wash the dishes again. When he was through, she picked up a dish, put her nose on it inspecting it, and said, “This is not clean; do them right this time.” Yep, I thought, Mike is really going to get a healing. That night in the ceremony house, the Spirits came in through medicine man Godfrey Chipps and did a healing on Mike.

Mike lived and went on to finish his commitment of sun dancing in a good honorable way. I watched as Buddy named Mike. Years later, I have now watched Mike be given a sun dance and watched him receiving a bonnet and being named chief. So, as you read this book, know that Mike is a person, just like Abe Lincoln, who has kept his word and helped feed many, clothe many, and do good things for the people.

Love to my brother today, Mike Hull, and may many read this and find happiness and well-being in their lives.

Aho Mitakuye Oyasin. Amen to all my relations; all things with life.

Mary Elizabeth Thunder
Mother, grandmother
Author of Thunder’s Grace
Delegate for Women to the Spiritual United Nations formed
by the Dalai Lama
President of Blue Star, Inc.
President of Blue Star Service, Inc.
President of Thunder Horse Ranch
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by Chief Charles Chipps

MY FRIEND, MY BROTHER, Michael Hull, is a tall white guy with curly hair and a “red” heart. On the exterior he lives a white guy kind of life, practicing law, living in the suburbs, and driving a four-wheel-drive Suburban.

On the other hand, I believe Michael is dedicated and devoted to preserving the culture, heritage, spirituality, and ceremonies of the indigenous people, especially the Lakota. I believe Michael did not decide this for himself but rather was chosen by the Great Mystery to build the bridge between the indigenous people and others. As it states in the Bible, many are called, but few are chosen. Through all the years, Michael has shown over and over the willingness, dedication, and devotion to do the ceremonies in the right way, not by the white man’s interpretation, but all to help the people live better, grow old, and have health and happiness. This is the essence of the spirituality of the Lakota.

I believe the Great Mystery, the Almighty, the Creator wants all of us to live in peace and harmony despite the wars, hunger, and history of abuse of different peoples. I believe many know this in their hearts, and so they search by religions, drugs, alcohol, tobacco, sex, and whatever else they believe will fill the hole for a relationship with the Great Mystery.

This book will serve as a key for many to open new avenues in completion of the search. In believing there is another way despite all the many ways that have been tried, there is still another way, the way of the Great Mystery. Michael’s story is an inspiration to those in search of their truth, to those needing to find another way to live in this world today—the way it is with the troubles that exist, yet live a life of spirituality.

Michael has many names given him by the people he associates with, besides his name by birth. I also have a name for my brother. When we have a blood relation ceremony in June 2001, his name will be revealed. This name will represent who his life spirit is to all the people.

This story tells of a man who walked this earth separated from his heart, found it on the Red Road, and offers it back to the people. My deepest support goes to Michael.

Mitakuye Oyasin.

Charles E. Chipps
Ta Canupa Wakan
Wanbli, Pine Ridge Reserve
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by Jamie Sams

MICHAEL HULL’S JOURNEY into the world of Native American healing and ceremony reminds us of the essence of all native prophecy, which speaks of the end of separation. Michael’s piece in the puzzle of wholeness among all people and all races is found in his words. Now is the time that my elders and teachers have spoken of for centuries. Their voices are echoed in this book through Michael’s experiences with elders from other nations and tribes. Universal truths remind us time and again that we are the legacy that can bring humanity to wholeness. Michael takes us through that journey by sharing the richness of traditions of his teachers. His personal path of transformation holds a light for each of us to see as we follow the paths the Creator has given us individually. Sun Dancing is a bridge that can take the reader into a deeper understanding of life and our human roles as we shape the new way of being that is offered to humankind at the dawn of this century. Well done.

Jamie Sams



1

SACRED QUESTION
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This is the great new problem of mankind. We have inherited a large house, a great world house in which we have to live together, black and white, Easterner and Westerner, Gentile and Jew, Catholic and Protestant, Moslem and Hindu. A family unduly separated in ideas, cultures, and interest who, because we can never again live apart, must learn somehow to live with each other in peace.

—Martin Luther King Why Can’t We Wait

All my life’s a circle. . . .

—Harry Chapin
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Grandpa, thank You for this sacred way and sacred place to pray, and for these sacred people to pray with. Make me a hollow reed so that I can be a channel of Your light and love; help me think with Your mind, see with Your eyes, hear with Your ears, speak with Your mouth, touch with Your hand, feel with Your heart, and give voice to Your words. Help me, Grandpa, so the people who look at me see You and the people who feel me know You. Help me, Grandpa, so that I write the words You would have me say, in the way You would have me say them, for the reasons known best to You. Amen.
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[image: image]IN 1988, I WAS INVITED TO participate in an ancient Lakota ceremony, the sun dance. The Lakota name for the ceremony is wiwanyag wacipi, which means “they dance gazing at the sun.” The convocation is often brutal because the participants dance barefoot for four days without benefit of food or water while staring at the sun, each blowing on a whistle made from the ulna bone of a golden eagle.

My Lakota friends recognize several major ceremonies, of which the sun dance is the biggest, the granddaddy of all the ceremonies, the one that ensures the life of oyate, the people, for another year.

I was invited to dance by Chief Leonard Crow Dog, the leader of the ceremony and the sun dance chief for eighty-nine different tribes. Leonard is in close communion with the Creator, and he has done so many things like pulling live coals out of a fire, healing a diabetic, calling down the rain in Ohio, and whistling for an eagle and watching it land on his arm. He is a larger-than-life character, whom we are all blessed to be around.

Leonard has every reason to distrust white folks and white culture. He has been abused by whites for most of life. His home was raided by the FBI because of his religion. Later, he was imprisoned for practicing ceremony. So when Spirit directed him to share the ceremony with me, a white person, this directive came in spite of what he might otherwise believe. Leonard took a chance by letting me dance in his sun dance. It was a controversial decision because of my skin color, and he had to have known he would be criticized for it.

Leonard moves every year deeper and deeper into his heart. The love he has for his family, his children, and his friends continues to astound me. Recently, Leonard has been distributing the ceremonial way of life to his friends and relations as directed by Spirit, and it is a joy to see.

Leonard is a great example of the transforming power of love. He kept on loving me in spite of what he thought about my race. One day in 1992, at the sun dance, he and I were standing around the fire with about four hundred other dancers. Thousands of supporters were standing around waiting to hear what Leonard would say. The people were mainly Native, and often Lakota. Some of them came pretty close to being militantly antiwhite, and Leonard had been one of their leaders for years.

So they were standing there, waiting to hear what Leonard had to say, and he said, “If mitakuye oyasin (Amen to all of my relations) means anything, it means we must love our relations, even the ones we hate.” I have never experienced that much quietness among that many people. It was like being at a Cowboys game in Texas Stadium and hearing only the wind.

Leonard is the spiritual leader of the American Indian Movement (AIM), which advocates the separation of the Dakotas from the United States, by force if necessary. It regularly condemns the cultural genocide committed against the ikce wichasha, the “common man,” or red people, by the waisichus, the white man. The American Indian Movement was founded in 1968 in Minneapolis under the leadership of Vernon Bellecourt, Clyde Bellecourt, Dennis Banks, and others. It was originally directed at resurrecting the lives of inner-city Native American youth and helping protect them from, or recover from, alcohol and drug abuse. The organization also intends to provide protection against police and judicial abuse.

Dennis Banks has written that AIM was started “because of the slum housing conditions, the highest unemployment rate in the whole of this country, and police brutality against our elders, women, and children.” He wrote, “They were tired of begging for welfare, tired of being scapegoats in America, and decided to start building on the strengths of our own people, decided to build our own schools, our own job training programs, and our own destiny. That was our motivation to begin.”

Recognizing a need to combine the secular and the spiritual or, as some would say, recognizing that there could be no distinction between the two, AIM asked Leonard Crow Dog to be the spiritual leader of the movement.

As the plight of the Native American Indian worsened, the call for AIM’s resources increased, and it now pledges itself to come to the aid of any Native American anywhere on Turtle Island when asked. The American Indian Movement has created survival schools; held conferences; marched on Washington for the Trail of Broken Treaties; occupied Wounded Knee in 1973; created international Indian Treaty Councils; sponsored the Long Walk, the Sacred Run, and the Run for Survival; and has sponsored conferences to address issues relating to Native American women and numerous other matters.

Deeply committed to preserving the cultural identity of the Native peoples, AIM regularly condemns white participation in ceremony and maintains a “hit list” of people it believes should be eliminated because of their association with ceremony that permits white participation.
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The sun dance Leonard leads takes place on his ancestral land on the Little White River just west of Rosebud, South Dakota. His home is called Paradise, and the ceremony is called the Paradise sun dance. If the sun dance is the granddaddy of Lakota ceremony, Leonard’s dance reigns supreme among them all. The Paradise sun dance is the largest wiwanyag wacipi in the world. Many traditional Lakota chiefs dance there, including Chief Archie Fire, Chief Hollow Horn Bear, Chief Spotted Tail, Chief Iron Shell, Chief Two Strikes, Chief Light-foot, and others. The ceremony is also attended by chiefs from many other Native American tribes, including the Navajo, the Cherokee, and the Kiowa.

In addition to the chiefs, many dancers participate in the ceremony. It is common to see over three hundred red, black, brown, and yellow dancers among the assembled participants. The dancers come from all over the Americas, Asia, and Africa—indeed, from everywhere except Europe. Thousands of Native Americans come in support of the ceremony. The supporters line the outside of the large circular area called the hocoka, or arbor, while the actual participants dance inside the circle, gazing at the sun. Some supporters stand next to sage branches that define the boundaries of the hocoka, and other supporters stand under the shade arbor, a structure of cedar posts and pine boughs, dancing and praying for the people. In older times, when the people came together and made camp, they placed their tipis in a circle. The open space in the middle was called the hocoka, a word that can also refer to the center altar and to one’s heart.

Each day of the dance begins early in the morning, before sunrise, after the dancers sit in a purifying inipi, or sweat lodge. The dance ends late in the evening after the dancers sit in another purifying inipi. Between the morning and evening sweats, the dancers endure several rounds, which often last for several hours, dancing to the accompaniment of the beat of a large drum and the voice of ancient sun dance songs called wichang wacipi olowans. Each dance period is called a round and is punctuated by breaks, when the singers drink coffee and eat, and the dancers sit in a place called the rest arbor at the west side of the shade arbor.

The eyahpi, the announcer, starts each morning about 3:00 A.M. His voice comes over the loudspeaker, announcing, “Sun dancers, sun dancers, it’s time to sweat. The sweat lodges are ready.” During the breaks, the announcer talks to the people, tells stories, makes announcements, sings, and offers prayers.

The announcer will occasionally surrender his microphone to other people. At Paradise, the microphone often finds its way to the AIM folks—Russell Means, Clyde Bellecourt, John Trudell, and others—who offer strongly worded pro-Indian and antiwhite cultural speeches. The speeches always begin with the proud history of Native America. A Lakota speaker will often talk about how the oyate roamed free across the Great Plains. How the Lakota defeated the white army in battle. How the United States bought peace by promising to secure vast acreage to the Lakota peoples through treaties that it then broke.

The speeches will recount some of the historical horror stories about our white government’s treatment of the Indians, including the broken treaties, the policies of starvation and neglect, the intentional exposure to smallpox and other contagious diseases, the theft of ancestral land and ancient culture, the legal banishment of Indian religion until 1972, and the punishment for speaking in the Native tongues. Speakers will call for a renewal of armed resistance similar to that which occurred during the occupation of Wounded Knee in 1973. People will speak out against the FBI and remind the assembled throng that the FBI conducted a paramilitary raid on Paradise itself and imprisoned Leonard Crow Dog and others—a move condemned by the National Council of Churches, the United Nations, the World Court, and other organizations of note. Some of the speakers will remind the crowd of acts of unprovoked violence committed by whites against their Native brothers, and urge retaliation in kind.

The speakers will discuss the prejudice in the court system, where Indians are routinely treated more harshly than their white contemporaries. They will discuss how whites are treated more leniently if they are prosecuted at all. They will discuss the case of political prisoner Leonard Peltier, wrongly convicted by an all-white jury for the death of FBI agents following admitted prosecutorial misconduct.

The speakers will discuss the Hobson’s choice whereby Native Americans must either leave their ancestral home, move to a big-city slum, and work at a minimum-wage job if one can be found, or survive harsh Dakota winters with no job and no money, huddled around kerosene stoves and living in railroad-tie houses. Do they expose their children to a foreign, hostile, white culture, or do they risk raising their children in two of the poorest counties in the United States, places with high rates of alcoholism, joblessness, and alcohol-related crime? Do they freeze in their homes with their families and friends, or do they starve in the city, friendless and alone? Do they take another handout from the government that has abused and horribly mistreated and invaded a people that actually defeated the United States Army, or do they eat food polluted by uranium tailings, and drink water contaminated by unregulated mining? The speakers always conclude that the cause of their suffering—the evil, the devil, the Satan in their midst—is the white man.

I’m a white man. A tall, pale-skinned, big-nosed, curly-headed white guy.
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The invitation to dance occurred in the summer of 1988, five months after I received a vision in which I was told to “tell the people I AM.” I call that experience the Mayan vision because I received it on the ninth and last day of a spiritual pilgrimage through the Mayan jungle—the place Mary Thunder, my teacher, calls the heart of the world—on the Yucatan peninsula. Our trip was scheduled to end in Mexico City at the Aztec pyramids, but Thunder decided at the last moment that we would spend our last day six hundred miles east of Mexico City in the town of Chichén Itzá. Our last day was March 20, the spring equinox.

The spring equinox in Chichén Itzá is notable because of El Castillo, a pyramid the Mayans built there. The pyramid has a seven-tiered staircase with banisters made of stone. The banisters begin at ground level with a massive carved snake head, and each level of the staircase looks like another section of a snake, making each banister look like a snake with seven parts. On the equinox, the setting sun lights, exactly, first the top section of the banister (the tail of the snake), then the second section, and so forth until the entire body and head of the snake are illuminated. This event occurs only during the spring and fall equinoxes. The Mayans say that it represents the grounding of the energy from the male sun and the female moon to the earth.

Mary Thunder and I went on this pilgrimage to discover our purpose. Thunder promised me that my purpose would be revealed on this trip.
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We were there waiting for the earth to receive energy from the sun and moon and looking at the ruins. I passed a spot in front of the stairs, midway between the banisters, and was thrown to the ground. I clearly heard these words in a very strong male voice, with strong male energy:

“I Am the answer to your problem. I Am all there is.

I Am the life, light, and truth. Tell them I Am the answer.

Then your purpose will be complete.

That is all there is.”

I started to rise up, dazed, and was again thrown to the ground. I clearly heard these words in a very strong female voice, with strong female energy:

“My child, sitting on the ground, do not fear, doubt, and worry.

I Am all there is and all there is Good.

What is not of me is not.

Tell the people I Am all there is.

Share your faith. That is your fate. That is your purpose.

Follow this road and you cannot stray from your path and your purpose.

Follow your heart, for it is me and knows the way.

This communication is all there is to say.

It is the simplest and most complete of statements.

I Am all there is.

What else can be said.

Your purpose is fulfilled in the speaking.

Go, walk your path. You now know your purpose.

Shalom.”

Ever since, I have worked to respond to the Mayan vision. I have prayed about it, meditated on it, sat with it, talked around it, fought it, believed it, doubted it, and staked my life to it. “Telling the people” is tricky. What am I supposed to do—walk around saying “I AM”? How does one created being convey to other finite humans the nature of the Creator? Especially when the one doing the talking is twice divorced, a drunk, and a drug addict? I am not exactly a poster child for the Vatican.

It is very tough for most of us to know or talk much about God. How, after all, can a tree describe the forest? What most of us can do is talk about what it is like to be a tree in the forest. So it is with this story: what I can do is describe God as I understand God based upon my relationship to God.

The abridged version of the tale is that I have acted like a jerk for much of my life and God has loved me anyway. My conduct through the years was so sick that I eventually died from a lack of love. And when I was raised from the dead, I came back because God loved me—directly when I could take it, indirectly when I couldn’t, through many wonderful people who were compassionate enough with their love to help me become a human being and experience through their love the reflected light of God’s own.

Since the Mayan vision, most of my life has been learning about, and helping others learn, living and loving through the heart. And I have learned most of those life lessons with my Lakota friends, with a few alcoholics struggling to stay sober, and with other family and friends kind enough to put up with me.

All of my life, my new life, my second life, is a gift of grace, something freely extended by the Creator to a lovingly created being. Yet, the gift of grace, while free, has a cost. My sober friends tell me that the price of my sobriety, freely given, is the maintenance of my spiritual condition. So I struggle with how to maintain my spiritual condition. How to learn about loving my Creator, loving my neighbor as myself. How to live a Spirit-filled life and do no harm. I cannot declare my road as the only path to God, but I can acknowledge it as one path. Looking back over my own road leads me to believe that God is both compassionate and forgiving.

One problem with abridged versions of life stories is their tendency to declare rather then tell. And it is the tale—the sitting around the fire, seeing our faces reflected in the soft light, feeling our opening hearts relate to one another—that helps God love us. The tale is the show that keeps us interested while God heals us, while God reveals the I AM to us.

And so it will be here. My job is to tell a few stories sufficiently interesting to keep you hooked while God reveals God’s self to you. My tale will cover lots of ground, including being a drunk, my Lakota friends, sweats, sun dances, vision quests, channeling, energy work, getting sober and staying that way, and various assorted “-isms.” What all the topics share is a description of relationship. My longest relationship has been with God. I have loved God, been in love with God, hated God, been apathetic toward God, been agnostic about God and about everything in between—but I have always been something in relation to God. I started out loving God, thought I was going to be a preacher, became an agnostic and a drunk, died, and was loved back to life by the people who looked past all the sickness that was my life to the child of God I am.

Today, my eyes are wide open and my life is filled with love, gratitude, and happiness. The gift of love and life I share with a wonderful wife, an angelic child, family and friends, and work I enjoy. All this love, everything, is attributable to God’s love for me—unwarranted, unmerited, and sometimes unwanted.

My story is neither exceptional nor important. In fact, you might be like the elder brother of the Prodigal Son and wonder why anyone should care that I finally started acting right when you have been acting right all along. But if you are one of those folks who is a little lost, who might be searching, then you might see a little of yourself in these pages. And if you do, then hopefully you will find in my story of God loving me the comfort of knowing that God loves you.

Today I know that since God can love someone like me, God can love just about anyone. It is my prayer for you that you find that love for yourself as I tell my story around this campfire. Not because my story matters, but because yours does, because you do. What is abundantly clear to me today is that God loves all of us, that God will take us just as we are, that God aches to hold us and comfort us and be known by us, and that all of this and more is ours just for the asking by the miracle of divine grace.
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Throughout this book, I refer to myself as white. I do this mainly out of respect for my enrolled Native friends who were raised in the Native world. I am told that I have white, Cherokee, and Kiowa blood. Leonard Crow Dog says I am related to Frank Clearwater, a Cherokee killed by the FBI at Wounded Knee. My great-grandfather was a Spoon from Arkansas and Oklahoma—places where one finds many Kiowa Spoons. I have not traced any of this very far and acknowledge that I was raised in the white world. Consequently, I simply refer to myself as white.

One other language note. I use the phrase “my Lakota friends” in referring to my own Lakota friends and their general views. It does not imply a statement about what the Lakota believe as a group. For a white to speak on behalf of the Lakota makes no more sense than for me to speak on behalf of all women or all whites. In fact, as in all groups of two or more, there are often widely varying views on a wide variety of topics among the Lakotas I know. So, I relate only my imperfect understanding gleaned from the teachings of my Lakota friends coupled with my own experience.
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Beginning in the late 1980s, it was not uncommon for me to receive phone calls from traveling healers of all persuasions who would stop by for a visit and would end up staying at my house in Austin, Texas, for several days. My Lakota friends would follow a similar pattern, although for them the idea of stopping by for a visit might extend to weeks or even months. One such visitor was sun dance Chief Buddy Red Bow, a noted Lakota singer. Buddy was famous in Indian circles. He was a great singer and was the first person inducted into the Native American Music Hall of Fame. Buddy sun danced when he was seven, when the dance was still illegal in the United States, and was a sun dance chief for the remainder of his life. He lived with me off and on for several years until his death. I always knew some exciting times were in order when Buddy called to say he wanted to stop by for a visit. For you and me, a visit might mean an hour or two. For Buddy it might mean two or three months. During those two or three months my house would be filled with musicians and artists and poets and all kinds of creative people. Buddy loved to be around those people, and he took his experiences and turned them into song.

Buddy produced several albums and was a recognized figure on the reservations. It was always fun to walk around Pine Ridge or Rosebud with him and see all the young kids come up to touch him and shake his hands or want to touch the big ten-gallon hat he always wore. Buddy always carried a feather or two, and he would give those to the elders he met and talked with.

Buddy was a big believer in the way of the heart. He didn’t take much to external rules about right or wrong. To be sure, he would listen to what you or I or someone else thought was right. But then Buddy always decided for himself. And he always told me the place to decide was from the heart. Whether the discussion was about doing ceremony or going to work or what we should do in the evening, Buddy’s touchstone was always what his heart told him to do.

One fun thing we did was buy a buffalo for Mary Thunder. Mary Thunder hosted a gathering at her Texas ranch, and several of us sang. We all took the money Thunder gave us and went to see a rancher in west Texas who raised buffalo. We bought one and brought it back to Thunder. She named it Star Keeper, and she still has it. The buffalo now has a mate and has produced offspring, and when I see him I always think of Buddy.

Another time, Buddy officiated at Mary Thunder’s wedding to Horse. Thunder is of Irish and Cheyenne descent, and originally from Indiana. She is about five feet tall, and at that time she wore jeans and boots and a big cowboy hat. She has sparkling eyes and a bright laugh. She’s good with a story and has a great heart. Horse is white as snow, with a great laugh and a heart to match.

Mary Thunder is one teacher who loved me when I wasn’t very lovable. She taught me about the life of faith in Spirit. Her teachers told her to give up her home and travel around the United States in a van, being of service to the people. She lived like that for years in a kind of continuing meditation that required her active commitment to the voice and life of Spirit. By seeing the example of that in her life, I was able to risk following that voice in my own.

Thunder is a Spirit interpreter and the author of a book, Thunder’s Grace, which I recommend. I traveled all over the United States with Thunder, doing ceremony for the people, and I saw her do many wonderful things. I saw blind people see, AIDs victims heal, the lame walk, and people receive all sorts of physical healings. But beyond that, I saw broken hearts mended by and through Thunder.

Buddy led the marriage and brought Dennis Banks, a cofounder of AIM, with him. I was the coordinator for the wedding, so I spent a good amount of time with Buddy and Dennis. Buddy performed the wedding wearing Grandpa Fools Crow’s headdress with eagle feathers from head to toe, an eagle staff, and an eagle bone whistle. While we were there, Dennis Banks taught me my first sun dance song, a vocable to be sung when people are piercing. I was pleased to be able to sing that song for Dennis while he took flesh offerings from the people for the wedding.

Buddy was always kind enough to give me medicine for ceremonies. If I needed a rock, a stone, or some other piece of medicine for a lodge or a healing, I could always count on Buddy to provide it. One piece of medicine I will always be grateful for was the opportunity Buddy gave me to meet Grandpa Fools Crow, who is one of the most revered of all the medicine men. Buddy had asked me to go with him to Rapid City, where he was playing in a concert with Jackson Brown, Willie Nelson, John Denver, and others. Grandpa Fools Crow came to the concert. Buddy told Grandpa about the ceremonies I was leading, including the sweats and vision quests. I was afraid Grandpa Fools Crow would say something negative about a white guy doing ceremony. He didn’t, though, and the next time I saw Buddy, he had medicine for me from Grandpa Fools Crow that I was to use in the ceremonies. I still keep those things and use them when they are called for, and I will always be grateful to Buddy for that introduction.

Buddy always talked about having rainbow eyes. He said that he saw people with rainbow eyes, and before he died he gave me the gift of seeing with those same eyes. Through working with gay men, federal prison inmates, and other groups, I have been able to see past external differences, to see peoples’ hearts first and the people second. Buddy told me that when I was doing piercing in the sun dance, if I paid attention to their heart and not to their skin color or anything else about them, I would be fine. Today, when I go into lodges or run ceremonies, it’s the heart of people that I see with Buddy’s gift of rainbow eyes.

Buddy is largely responsible for bringing this book to life. In 1991, leaving my house after one of his extended visits, he suggested that I write or record the stories about my experiences with my Lakota friends on the Red Road, as well as my stories about walking the road of sobriety and recovering from the worship of the wrathful God of my youth. After much grumbling, I committed those stories to paper and shared them with a few friends, but I stored them in a box in my closet for the next several years.

In July 1998, I felt directed to review those stories, make some modifications to them, and edit them into a book. The process of doing this has been very illuminating for me. I’ve had to dig deeper and harder into stories and memories than I had thought possible and at times further than I wished to go. I have gained a deeper understanding of how all the various stories over time have tended to link together and demonstrate how the Spirit through my friends has been teaching me about this life and how to live it, how to be a good man among our common men. To the extent I have succeeded, the credit is theirs, and to the extent I have more work to do, I have them to thank for giving me the tools.

Not long before Buddy died, he asked me whether I had recorded the stories as he had requested. He told me that he felt his Lakota people were at a crossroads. He feared that many of their tools and sacred ways of living, necessary for the people as a whole to survive, were being lost because the old people were dying and too few younger people had shown enough interest in them. He believed that each race of people had a different piece of the puzzle necessary for all of us to survive. The Spirit had given each of us possession of and responsibility for a single important piece of the entire puzzle, but holding these different pieces of the puzzle made all of us look different to one another. Buddy thought that we had been fighting one another for a long time because we could see only those differences. Buddy thought that the injuries and the damage we had all done to one another over the years were probably not fixable themselves and that we had to look past those hurts, whatever their cause, and begin to share our own puzzle pieces with all other people if we were to survive.


[image: image]

Today, I believe we live in a sacred community. Each of us is responsible for a unique piece of the puzzle, a particular part of the engine of happiness and health. Unless we all contribute our parts, the engine won’t work, and the world and all its inhabitants will slowly grind to a halt and die away. I think we have to share these pieces with one another, not because we trust each other, or like each other, or have a historical basis to have faith in one another, but rather because if we don’t do this we will not survive. We have to realize that no one’s piece is more important or less important than any other but that all pieces are required for the engine of the world to continue to run. If we value one piece over another, we value ignorance over truth, and we value death over life.

The simple fact of the matter is that we are all in this life together, whether we like it or not. Leonard Peltier has recently written about this and says:

Out of death comes life. Out of pain comes hope. This I have learned these long years of loss. Loss, but never despair. I have never lost hope or an absolute belief in the rightness of my cause, which is my People’s survival.

I don’t know how to save the world. I don’t have the answers or The Answer. I hold no secret knowledge as to how to fix the mistakes of generations past and present. I only know that without compassion and respect for all of Earth’s inhabitants, none of us will survive—nor will we deserve to.

The future, our mutual future, the future of all the peoples of humanity must be founded on respect. Let respect be both the catchword and the watchword of the new millennium we are now all entering together. Just as we want others to respect us, so we need to show respect to others. We are in this together—the rich, the poor, the red, the white, the black, the brown, the yellow. We are all one family of humankind. We share responsibility for our Mother the Earth and for all those who live and breathe upon her.

I believe our work will be unfinished until not one human being is hungry or battered, not a single person is forced to die in war, not one innocent languishes imprisoned, and no one is persecuted for his or her beliefs.

I believe in the good in humankind. I believe that the good can prevail, but only with great effort. And that effort is ours, each of ours, yours and mine.

We must be prepared for the danger that will surely come our way. Critics will attack us, try to distance us from each other and mock our sincerity. But if we are strong in our beliefs, we can reverse their assaults and grow even stronger in our commitments to Mother Earth, our struggles, and our future generations of children.

Never cease in the fight for peace, justice, and equality for all people. Be persistent in all that you do and don’t allow anyone to sway you from your conscience.

Sitting Bull said, “As individual fingers we can easily be broken, but all together we make a mighty fist.”

The struggle is ours to win or lose.
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Buddy and my other Lakota friends, and many others before them, have sacrificed their lives to preserve a sacred way so that all the people have a chance to live. As a consequence of their sacrifice, on the third day of the Paradise sun dance, I sat in the rest arbor hoping to discover from somewhere enough strength to step back into the hocoka when the drum resumed its incessant pounding. My throat was parched. My skin was burned so badly it was blistered and starting to peel. My bare feet were cut and bruised and bleeding.

I held in my hands two pins, two pieces of wood each about the size and shape of my little finger. One hour earlier, I was lying on a buffalo robe next to the sacred cottonwood tree that defined the middle of the arbor. I was biting down hard on a bundle of sage because Leonard Crow Dog had just cut holes in the flesh of my breast and stuck skewers through the holes. I tried to avoid wincing when I was led from the buffalo robe to a spot about eighty feet from the tree. A 1/8-inch-diameter sisal rope was tied to the top of the tree, and the other end was attached to a harness, which in turn was tied to my pins. I tried to pray while three thousand Lakota people watched me pull against that harness until my skin ripped as the skewers pulled through my flesh, while I was led back to the tree, and while the skin flaps were cut from my chest, wrapped in red fabric, and tied to the tree in a offering to the Great Spirit.

As I sat there exhausted, burned, and bleeding, hearing my race vilified by speaker after angry speaker, John, a fellow dancer, looked over at me and through his own dry, parched, chapped lips said, “What in the fuck are you doing here?” I said, “Just trying to stay alive.” I thought, “That is a very good question.”

John’s question certainly wasn’t a new one. It’s a question I often asked myself and heard from my family and friends. “Why do you do that?” It’s a question I heard at work and heard from my Lakota friends. I address John’s question in the pages that follow. I examine why I chose to jump headlong into a foreign, often hostile and very strange religion of another culture. This book is also my effort to examine why my Lakota friends caught me, whereas other Lakota people think I am stealing their culture, call me a “wanna-be” and a “plastic medicine man,” and think I should leave them, their land, and their culture as soon as possible.

For to be sure, my Lakota friends did catch me. A decade later, I stood in the Lone Star sun dance arbor, on land our community owns in Texas, at the conclusion of a sun dance I ran. There, in the presence of Mary Thunder, chiefs, dancers, singers, drummers, and supporters and members of AIM, I received from that same Leonard Crow Dog the sun dance wahpa eagle bonnet, a sun dance bundle, sun dance medicine, and lineage-based traditional authority to lead the wichang wacipi.

My Lakota friends gifted me with this responsibility as an expression of their heart. I accepted it in response to the Mayan vision directive: “Follow your heart, for it is me and knows the way.” When I get lost, it is because I quit listening to my heart. My friends showed me how to find my heart and pay attention to what it has to say.
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In the lodge last night, You showed me Your beautiful creations. Seven souls sitting together praying, each with their own struggles and hurts and disappointments. Their wonderfulness was so staggering that words like beautiful demean what I saw. I felt complete awe for You and what You have made. I prayed that they could see themselves as You allowed me to see them. I know that when I do not see Your creations in that light, I have more work to do. I saw that what they are doing, the messes they are in, does not in any way diminish the beauty they are. Thank you.
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“May all of you be blessed in your life by the reading of this book.”
CHIEF LEONARD CROW DOG, Lakota elder and spiritual leader of AIM
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