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Praise for The Four Sacred Gifts


“The Four Sacred Gifts beautifully describes how, together, we have the power to create a culture and world with dignity for all. The simplicity of the means to do this rings true, as do Anita’s stories of courage, strength, and inspiration. Now is the time to embrace these gifts for ourselves and the world.”


—Joan Blades, cofounder of MoveOn.org, LivingRoomConversations.org, and MomsRising.org


“A beautiful answer to why so many people feel separate, alone, and afraid, and how to get back naturally and easily into harmony, connection, and love with ourselves, nature, and each other.”


—Christy Whitman, New York Times bestselling author


“Not since Don Miguel Ruiz has there been such a powerful book! A beautiful transmission of vital indigenous wisdom for our times. These gifts from the elders, wrapped in stories of courage, resilience, and inspiration, are a treasure to immerse ourselves in, and to pass on throughout the world. A must-read for anyone wanting more from life.”


—Teresa de Grosbois, founder of the Evolutionary Business Council and #1 international bestselling author of Mass Influence


“Dr. Anita Sanchez reveals how ancient indigenous wisdom can transform us today by helping us find our true purpose, heal past hurts, and create deep connection.”


—JJ Virgin, nutrition, fitness, and mindset expert, and New York Times bestselling author of The Virgin Diet


“These four sacred gifts from the elders have the power to change lives and heal communities. With deep personal courage and brilliant insight, Anita Sanchez leads the way.”


—John Perkins, New York Times bestselling author of The New Confessions of an Economic Hit Man and author of eight other nonfiction books on global intrigue and indigenous wisdom


“Enlightening, illuminating, and inspiring. A gift for generations to come.”


—Norbert S. Hill, Jr., Oneida Nation, prior Executive Director, American Indian Science and Engineering Society


“The Four Sacred Gifts liberates us to heal from the inside out and rediscover our deep connection to all life. . . . A powerful journey awaits you here, one of courage, resilience, vision, inspiration, and faith in your own power to live a whole and purposeful life.”


—Natalie Ledwell, cofounder of Mind Movies and host of The Inspiration Show podcast


“The Four Sacred Gifts may be one of the most important books you will read in these times. With heartful generosity and authenticity, Anita Sanchez shares timeless indigenous wisdom using a simplicity and depth of language that resonates.”


—Claude Poncelet, PhD, physicist and author of The Shaman Within


“No remedy is more needed in today’s confusing and seemingly chaotic times than the power of simple wisdom. In this beautifully written book, Anita Sanchez draws on her own moving and revealing life experiences to present four gifts of indigenous wisdom that can help us heal ourselves, our communities, and our broken world.”


—William Ury, coauthor of Getting to Yes and author of Getting to Yes with Yourself


“A true antidote for today’s world of indifference and greed! The Four Sacred Gifts will leave you feeling inspired and prepared to immediately begin making a difference from the inside out.”


—Bob Chapman, CEO of Barry-Wehmiller and author of Everybody Matters: The Extraordinary Power of Caring for Your People Like Family


“Dr. Anita Sanchez has written a soul-opening book with prose as light as a feather that reads like a warm embrace. More than just a good book, The Four Sacred Gifts awakens an inherent memory of how good it feels to be in connection with ourselves and the world.”


—Deborah Sandella, PhD, RN, #1 international bestselling author of Goodbye, Hurt & Pain


“Through her own insights and personal stories, Anita brings to life the power and critical relevance of indigenous wisdom to our times.”


—Robert Gass, cofounder of the Rockwood Leadership Institute


“A must-read primer for anyone considering indigenous wisdom written for modern times.”


—Debbi Dachinger, host of the Dare to Dream radio show and bestselling author of Wisdom to Success


“A riveting read filled with relatable stories and ancient wisdom, it’s obvious that Dr. Anita Sanchez put her life’s work into this masterpiece.”


—Marilyn Suttle, coauthor of Who’s Your Gladys? and president of Suttle Enterprises, LLC


“A story of hope, and a pathway to the world we are waiting for.”


—Cynda Collins Arsenault, cofounder of Secure World Foundation and Arsenault Family Foundation


“Anita holds a bright light and ancient mirror up to our true nature, inviting us to recognize and resonate with the wisdom of elders worldwide. She offers us her most practical and valuable methods, stories, and truths that carry a vibration of peace, which I believe will ripple into waves of compassion in unexpected and delightful ways.”


—Ken Honda, #1 internationally bestselling author
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To my mother, Frances Medina Sanchez, and my father, Phillip H. Sanchez, for giving me life.


To my husband, Kit Tennis, and my two sons, Alex and Nico, who bring me joy.


And, most important, to all the indigenous Elders who bring us their wisdom to help us fulfill our journey.





Introduction: The Eagle Hoop Prophecy


The hoop is an evolving symbol for humanity, as its wisdom and presence reminds us of how to be and how to do.


—DON COYHIS, MOHICAN ELDER AND KEEPER OF THE HOOP
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IN 1994, A VISION came to a Mohican man as he slept in his house tucked into the large pine trees on the edge of the Rocky Mountains. An eagle flew above his sleeping self, dropping a beam of light upon the man’s head. This ray of light began to expand, reaching from the sky to the earth.


Within the light, a very small sprout sprung forth, becoming a tree, growing through each of the four seasons—the spring, summer, fall, and winter.


Then the leaves of this tree began to fall off. And then soon, the branches began to fall off. What remained was a single stem of the tree, which rose up vertically and then turned horizontally, bending and forming itself into the perfect shape of a circle to represent the earth and the universe.


When the circle or hoop was completed, a single dot of light formed in the sky, coming down to the hoop. The dot of light transformed into an eagle feather attaching itself to the hoop. Then more and more dots of light came from all the four directions—north, east, south, and west—becoming eagle feathers, attaching themselves to the hoop until there were one hundred eagle feathers in all.
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When an indigenous person seeks guidance, being in right relation with their community, they will naturally seek out the wisdom of the Elders, who are in communication with spirit and Mother Earth. So, with this dream, Don Coyhis, Mohican messenger, and members from his Turtle Clan took this vision to seventeen Elders in South Dakota, who said, “You need to build that hoop.” They saw this vision as a prophecy of the coming together of the human race: “There is only one race, the human race.”


The Elders said, “We walk around on earth in our earth suits. Some come in red earth suits, some white, yellow, and black. Take these four colors of ribbon and wrap each around the hoop, bringing them together in the middle, and joining them with one eagle feather in the center.”


Listening to the Elders, they began to build the sacred eagle hoop. A willow branch was made smooth and gently shaped into a circle. They took the colored ribbon—red, white, yellow, and black—praying and wrapping each one around the hoop. They took their collection of one hundred eagle feathers, praying and attaching each one to the hoop.


Then there was a sacred gathering and hoop ceremony. Twenty-seven indigenous Elders from the four colors and directions—Elders from the North American tribes representing the red and south direction, a Buddhist Elder from Tibet representing the yellow and east direction, a Sami Elder from Finland representing the white and north direction, and two Elders from African tribes representing the black and west direction—responded to the call.


During the ceremony, there was no man-made notion of time—past, present, or future; there was only the Now, one spirit, calling forth through the human beings, through their different languages, through their sacred chants, prayers, blessings, and meditations. There was no separateness, only one mind, one heart, one spirit connecting these Elders and their sacred traditions from the four directions.


The twenty-seven Elders, with joy and solemnity, took cedar planks, laying them in the four directions, placing the hoop on top, and saying, “We have come together. We will put into this hoop four gifts that are necessary for this coming together . . . this healing time.


“The first gift we place is the power to forgive the unforgivable.


“The second gift is the power to heal.” The Elders prayed their healing medicines into the hoop.


“The third gift is the power of unity. The power to come together.


“And the fourth gift is the power of hope. The ability to dream, to see wellness and the powers to attain it.”


After the sacred eagle hoop was built and blessed by the twenty-seven Elders with their four gifts, the hoop began a great land journey, traveling through thirty-five states in the U.S. and to Canada. Don Coyhis took the hoop and traveled to cities, communities, colleges, reservations, and homes. He traveled through many seasons, climates, and environments in this land of our ancestors.


And on this journey, an awakening began. A healing time of prayers, tears, hopes, and a creating time of dreams from all the people, indigenous and non-indigenous alike. Standing in a central place, the hoop is both symbol and catalyst to our awakening, which continues to unfold in magical ways as it makes its journey, touching so many lives.


The four colors, the four directions of the hoop, symbolize harmony and interdependence between the different peoples around the world. The hoop is meant to support all people to discover and trust the four sacred gifts, so that each of us can be a life-giving connection to others: all beings, earth, and spirit. The hoop is a powerful force, a powerful medicine, a coming together of the human race.


Momentum is building. A movement is building across our great lands. We are seeing with a clearer vision the strength and wisdom of our Oneness, and the gifts of the hoop are needed now more than ever to help us realize that vision of life.


WHAT IS INDIGENOUS?


Before we continue forward on our journey together, I want to take a moment to describe in more detail what it means to be indigenous, and in particular an indigenous Elder.


In the beginning, everyone’s ancestors were indigenous. They were hunters and gatherers and lived in relationship to nature, to the earth. This is an anthropological definition of an indigenous person. If you search online, you will find that “indigenous” is usually described as: native or aboriginal or first peoples, who are the original habitats of a region or environment.


Now we have confused this term “indigenous” to mean someone who is born and raised in a particular place with other members of their tribe, therefore that makes them indigenous. But for many of us who have been separated geographically and/or culturally from our tribe’s original or ancestral traditions and instructions, we then don’t regard ourselves as indigenous.


Indigenous people are often defined as minorities. However, we are legally recognized as Nations in a country such as the United States, not minorities. Nations with rich cultures and knowledge, and with diverse traditions and practices. However, all of these definitions only touch the surface.


Across many indigenous peoples and their tribes, they point to a common description rather than a single definition, and that is: A truly indigenous person is one who has intimate connection with Mother Earth and who embraces all human beings in order to get along with them. There is a respect for diversity, which is part of the circle of life. Pluralism is valued, so it does not matter what color you are, for there is no being better than or less than, no negative judgment. We are all connected. Indigenous peoples listen to not only their minds but most importantly to their hearts and to what Mother Earth is saying. This description of indigenous people is what I hold to be true and what this book is based upon.


As for indigenous Elders, these men and women are “tradition bearers” and are recognized by their people, specific tribe, or culture group as having wisdom. An Elder is not necessarily a function of age. The Dalai Lama is an example of being an Elder as a child.


To many indigenous people, Elders are people who are steeped in the traditions or the passed-down knowledge of a community or tribe. They carry on the traditions, stories, and memories of their people. In every indigenous culture that I have experienced, people who have taken on roles as healers, cultural leaders, and spiritual teachers are referred to as Elders.


Also, an Elder can be really funny. An Elder has a twinkle in their eye; they have both the innocence of a child and the deep wisdom of the ancient. They know that magic exists and are playful with it. They know how to balance things, creating harmony and connection.


How does somebody become or be considered an Elder? An indigenous Elder will never call himself or herself an Elder. What happens is the community that they are from, the people, will recognize his/her wisdom—the fact that they are tradition bearers, healers, cultural leaders, and spiritual teachers. This is more than acknowledgment of their age; it is a term of respect for their lifetime commitment to embody, practice, and share indigenous wisdom. Through their actions, decisions, practices, and knowledge, an Elder is seen for who and what they are, are sought for their wisdom, guidance, and counsel. And, by doing so, the people, the community, give the title of Elder.


The wisdom that indigenous peoples, in particular the Elders, have is more important than ever. And this wisdom is our interconnection, our circle of life, as represented so beautifully by the sacred eagle hoop.


WHY IS THIS WISDOM NEEDED?


Look around you. Look around in your community, town, city, state, country, and the world itself. Look at our media, our politics, our businesses, our culture. You will see that people act as if they are separate, alone, and have no relations. As a result, we think and behave in ways that cause needless suffering, further division, and reckless destruction. We act as if our behavior does not impact the circle of life, and as a result of that denial, we are out of harmony.


How do we get back into harmony? Indigenous wisdom tells us that it is by living in connection with all life—with all people, the earth, and spirit. The four sacred gifts can give us the support and guidance to get there.


THE PROMISE OF THE FOUR SACRED GIFTS


The prophecy of the sacred eagle hoop is an urgent message for these urgent times. And, being an indigenous prophecy, it does not revolve around a single person, prophet, or hero. The focus of the prophecy is not on the messenger but rather on the message itself, and the collective community or tribe that holds the message. This is good news.


You and I, all of us, indigenous and non-indigenous, are meant to fulfill the message of the hoop with its four sacred gifts. The hoop prophecy does not predict the future; rather, it presents the probable positive or negative consequences of not heeding the original instructions from spirit. This is what is needed to joyfully fuel our hearts, thoughts, and actions in order to deepen our understanding, to live the truth, the reality, that we are all connected.


So if you do not remember where you came from, your culture, or your tribe, you have now found your Home. Welcome to this community, the community of human beings who accept these four gifts from the Pan-Indigenous Collective of Elders, and who will use their power to create harmony and connection with all other beings.




The time for bringing together the Medicines of the Great Hoop of Life has come. It is a time that has been prophesied by peoples all around Mother Earth for a long, long time, and so we can open our hearts to hope.


—PAT MCCABE, NAVAJO ELDER
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The Illusion of No Relations


Through the nomadic perspective, through the spiritual perspective, through the indigenous perspective, we are part of the circle of energy that flows from the land, through the plants, through the animals, through the rocks, through the wind, and then through to mankind.


—CAROL PETTERSEN, MENANG/NGADJU ELDER OF THE NOONGAR NATION, WESTERN AUSTRALIA
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IF YOU LOOK AT all the problems—social, economical, political, environmental—that exist now in our lives, in our communities as well as around the world, we generate all sorts of reasons why these problems are occurring between human beings, between humans and nature, between humans and the earth. Things are changing so quickly, we feel and operate out of panic, out of a breathless fear.


Too often, I am tired, stressed, and overwhelmed. You may be, too. Like a swimmer against a dangerously fast current, we are left gulping and gasping for air.


Our minds, hearts, and spirits can become quickly overloaded with the magnitude of the problems, the fast pace, and the results that appear to be unsolvable. We start to shut down, despair, and suffer. A way to quiet ourselves, to stay open and not closed, is to look at our unexamined assumptions about our relationship to the world around and in us. Honestly looking at our assumptions, we can see that many of them come from a belief system that we exist only as individuals, separate and alone.


We are all susceptible to the notion of separateness, resulting in feelings of alienation and isolation from everyone and everything around us. In that “I am separate” mind-set, we can feel miserable while at the same time not take responsibility for our actions, negatively impacting others and ourselves.


An indigenous descriptor of this mind-set and this way of feeling and behaving would be: We are acting as if we have no relations. Everything and everyone around us is sensed as a potential threat. In this “them versus me” way of thinking there is a scary sense of being surrounded by otherness. Living inside this illusion of no relations, we feel unsafe and don’t offer or ask for needed support.


What happens as we continue to operate out of this belief of isolation? We create and feed conditions that foster hopelessness, division, and even cruelty and terrorism. Through our collective and personal fear-based behaviors and actions, we lack recognition of our commonalities and shared human being–ness. For example, we fall prey to xenophobia, the fear of others, perhaps a fear of homeless people in our community. It becomes routine to turn our eyes away, even pretend they don’t exist, rather than acknowledging their presence with a compassionate smile and hello.


At the same time, the “I am separate” mind-set causes us to behave toward the natural world as if we are not connected to it, as if it is something to own, use, and dominate, resulting in unlimited resource extraction, pollution of our environment, degradation of our food and water, climate change, the extinction of species, and more.


Isn’t it time to wake up? Time to end the destructive illusion that we have no relations? We are hurting ourselves, we are hurting nature and the earth, and we are hurting the spirit that nourishes our world and us.


Thankfully, there is another way to live.


REAWAKENING OUR INDIGENOUS CONNECTION


In the beginning, the original indigenous peoples of each continent lived in rhythmic connection with our earth and the natural world. It was a necessity. Survival depended on seasonal foods derived out of their immediate surroundings, clean water from rivers and lakes, and shelter made from natural resources.


These first, native people understood through observation, experience, and connection to the spirit of all life not only the practical importance of needing each other but also that their very existence was one with all of nature. Every day was attuned and in accordance to the earth, the changing seasons, and the cycle of day and night. They lived with their feet firmly on the ground and in direct contact with their natural environment, rather than separated from it by concrete, climate-controlled buildings, and automobiles. These early natives learned to harmonize their senses and bodies in relation to nature, not out of nature.


If they overhunted, they saw and felt the impact. When they gathered or planted, they knew the effect of their actions. Everything was and is symbiotic. Nature has not changed, but humans’ ability to be in right relation to nature has changed. To be in right relation means to live in full knowledge of, and honoring, our interdependence and interconnection to all life. There is a joy and responsibility in living in a mutually beneficial relation with the surrounding environment, living in harmony with all the interdependent parts of our natural world.


I learned the power of our connection through the meaning of the sacred pipe ceremony led by an Elder. At nineteen years old, I was a member of OYÁTE, the Lakota and Dakota term for the People, an indigenous student club at the University of Colorado Boulder. One early morning, as the other students still slept, ten of us rose early and joined a visiting Elder for a morning tobacco ceremony. Some had experienced the ceremony before, while others, like me, were awed by it for the first time.


The smoke from the sacred pipe is the symbol of holy, spiritual power—sacred winds in motion in the interconnected circle of life. The stone that makes up the bowl comes from the mineral relations. The wood that is the stem of the pipe comes from the plant relations. Both are sacred. When put together, the bowl represents the female and the stem represents the male joined in symbolic union. The sacred pipe is decorated with eagle feathers, representing all the animal and bird relations.


Lifting the pipe upward represents offering the human body to this sacred circle of life: We are all one relation on this earth. As I held the pipe for the first time, I felt my muscles, bones, my very DNA, and spirit strengthen in acknowledgment that the sacred circle holds us all. We stood in a circle as the Elder filled the pipe with tobacco and offered it to the spirit of all creation: Father, Mother, Grandmother, Grandfather, and to all the different directions—east, south, west, and north, the sky above, the earth below.


As the Colorado sun rose in shades of red, gold, and yellow, the Elder with the pipe in his hands said in a solemn voice, “Lighting this pipe, we unite all of life into one, making the oneness understood.” Holding the bowl of the pipe with both hands, he pointed the stem to the sky, then he turned and pointed the stem to the east, turned again and pointed the stem to the south, then the west and the north, and finally he pointed the stem to the earth.


Next, he held the pipe before each of us in the circle. I remember closely watching him and the others. When it was my turn, I took a deep, cleansing breath, inhaling and exhaling the fresh morning air. In front of me the Elder held the red pipe bowl. Not having smoked before, I carefully touched the wooden stem and slowly inhaled, then exhaled the smoke while keenly aware of my gratitude to Father Sky and Mother Earth. I can still recall through the ritual, the loving sensation in myself and in my circle of OYÁTE friends, the reunion of all things.


The blue sky and air were now warmed by the morning sun. We remained standing in a close circle. Our Elder continued his instructions. We leaned in even closer so as not to miss a single word of his wisdom. With steady voice and twinkling eyes he continued, “The pipe is meant to remind us of our need for other human beings, the plants, the animals, the water, the minerals, the spirit, everything. Our power grows as we stand in that center of connection for our spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical growth, and our safety.”


He heard my question before I even opened my mouth. “Yes, our safety, too. There will be those who teach you in the non-indigenous world that you are only individuals. But you are each a special individual who is an important part of the larger whole, of all our relations. So when you stand in the center of connection and think and act on behalf of the greater good of all our relations, you will also ultimately be of service to yourself, the individual.


“If you operate out of greed, only you matter and you forget our sacred connection, then you do not live in harmony, then destruction of other beings ultimately results in your destruction. Your safety, our safety and well-being, requires us to remember just as we do each time we hold ceremony.”


This tobacco ceremony is one of the sacred traditions and practices to acknowledge the Great Mystery—an indigenous way of standing in our connection, which came from spirit and from observation of people and nature. The Great Mystery is sometimes called the Great Spirit; it is a concept of universal spiritual force.


This wisdom can help anyone in their own life to wake up and detach from the illusion that they are separate, alone, or not enough. Without this wisdom, we operate as if we are fragmented and scattered; we live as if we are not needed, that we don’t belong anywhere. It is from indigenous Elders that I learned, more deeply, about what it means to truly belong and be in relationship with another—human, animal, plant, or mineral—and to listen with the softest part of my ear and an open heart.


Even as I struggled as a mestiza—a mix of Mexican-Spanish blood and indigenous Aztec blood—I never felt questioned about my wholeness when I was in indigenous ceremonies, circles, sweats, blessings, or cleansings. Each time, my heartstring, like an umbilical cord, was made clearer and stronger between me and my mother, my grandmother, and my ancestors. With each ceremony came less struggle and deeper comfort to practice walking on this earth, bridging the powerful ordinary and powerful extraordinary worlds of earth and spirit. Even more, being present in these communities and circles, present to Elders’ words, healings, and traditional knowing and wisdom, fueled my optimism and joy in being a human being, dissipating my illusion and fear that my hurts and pains defined me.


The Elders’ wisdom and healing do not only belong to me: they belong to you, to all of us. Everyone has access to it because, ultimately, at the beginning, we all came from indigenous tribes, even if we have lost our story of those origins. Even if our minds have forgotten, we can take heart and reaffirm that we are part of the abundance of life, and that we are interconnected.


My uncle from the Osage reservation would draw a circle in the air while saying, “To live as a whole human being is to live in balance, understanding our connection to people, to earth, and to spirit; to hurt one of these is to hurt all of these; to love one of these is to love all of these.” This gave me a clear picture of what is true abundance: the intimate interconnection of all life, and that I receive and give back to this life.


I understood his words to mean that when I treat you with dignity, when I treat you with care, whether at home, in the workplace, or in my community, I am not only showing dignity to you but I am showing dignity to people, earth, and spirit. I remember as a little girl listening to him and thinking: Wow, I have a lot of power! It’s amazing how easy it is to grow up thinking that you do not have that power. You begin to lose sight of what is real, what it really means to be a whole human being, and what it means to have this original wisdom.


The reemergence of the felt experience of belonging in the larger consciousness (our collective interdependence and evolution), not only in our own lives but also in our connection to all things, requires action from all of us, you and me. Such action embodies the wisdom that is held in the practices of indigenous cultures and illustrates what is missing in the modern world, which are represented by what the four sacred gifts offer: the action to forgive the unforgivable, the action to heal, the action to unite, and the action to hope. These four indigenous gifts, these four sacred actions, were given by the indigenous Elders from around the world to help you and me find the way through problems, fears, and suffering and to live in true peace and harmony.


Now, more than ever, we need to be curious and examine our own mind-set and listen to spirit, to the earth, and to wise Elders from all the different directions, from all the different ages and parts of the world. Listen to the Elders, who generally share an optimism that life’s problems can be solved, and who embody calmness in facing difficult situations and tough decisions.


Listen to our Elders, who hold the understanding that every thought and action has an impact that either lends support to or destroys our interconnected life and community. The voices of many wise ones share in the message that the honor of one is the honor of all; the hurt of one is the hurt of all.


To embody the indigenous wisdom of our interconnection does not mean there are no longer any difficulties, that you have achieved enlightenment and will not face challenges. Difficulties will still happen. Joy will happen, so will hardship, but there is a spirit, a wisdom that informs both the ordinary and the extraordinary. This wisdom is necessary for humanity to move forward and evolve.
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