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Preface: A Note on Language and Translation
Before we get into the subject matter of this book, it would be helpful to come to a certain agreement concerning some issues of language and translation. American people tend to be mono-lingual. And as a result, many Americans hold relatively simplistic and naïve notions about language and tend to think of languages as codes for one another. Thus, any word or any phrase in one language, according to this reasoning, can necessarily be translated into some word or phrase in any other language once we know the code. In this view human beings are conceived of in universal terms and as having universal experiences with different names for those experiences. A classic example of this is the simple naïveté with which too many well-meaning Americans ask a native person: “What is the word for God in your language?” The assumption is that the word god is merely a code for a universal human notion that must have its counterpart in every other language.
Languages and cultures, however, do not work this way. It is much more the case that languages are deeply rooted in the worldviews and cultures of the people who have generated any particular language. Thus, words and phrases in a language are intimately related to the particularities of how that people sees the world and understands it. Words and phrases are created to allow the people to talk to each other about their particular world. Languages are not usually conceived of as a way to speak to those who do not share the worldview of the native speakers—until the speakers possess enough political and military power to impose their world, their culture, and their language on other peoples.

As a result, in every language there are words and phrases naming experiences of a people and ideas they hold important that simply cannot be translated easily, if at all, into other languages unless the ideas and experiences are common to both cultures. In worldviews that are so radically distinct from one another as euro-western cultures are from American Indian cultures, the list of words and phrases that cannot be easily translated tends to be quite large—even after five centuries of colonialization and conquest of one over the other. At this early point in the book, then, I wish to name a number of english language (euro-western and amer-european) concepts signified by words that have no counterpart in native north American languages. As the book unfolds, there will certainly be other words to which we will need to attend.
God, Supreme Being: The first of these is the word god which we have already mentioned, and much more will be said about this in the chapter called “wakonda.” Suffice it to say here that there is simply no correspondence between the Osage concept of wakonda and the euro-western concept called god—with either a lower case or upper case first letter. The notion of a supreme being also fails to convey any sense of an Indian reality. First of all, the notion of god as a being, were we to concede the word god for a moment, is certainly not any expression that resonates in any Indian community. Whatever wakonda is, it is never conceived of as a being, even if we try to qualify it as somehow greater than our own being because it is superior. It works in english speaking cultures because of the long tradition the euro-west has of calling on their god as an anthropomorphized being, first of all as a male sky god, and as a supreme being.

Sacred, holy: Then we have to deal with the notion signified by the english words sacred and holy. Again, there are no words signifying corresponding experiences in any Indian languages I know of. Deriving from Middle English and eventually from Latin, the root word in sacred means “to consecrate” and particularly to consecrate to religious usage.
 The essential meanings of the word, as they are described in “YourDictionary.com,” include “Dedicated to or set apart for the worship of a deity.” “Made or declared holy.” While the word Holy, like sacred, also enjoys broad usage, including metaphoric usages by extension, the basic dictionary meaning indicate something “belonging to, derived from, or associated with a divine power.” By extension it refers to something or someone “specified or set apart for religious purpose.”
 Both words refer to actions that do not take place in Indian communities and cultures. First of all, Indian peoples do not consecrate religious artifacts. To consecrate something as holy or sacred would be conceived of as foolish, if not arrogant, on the part of any Indian person. The things that we use in our ceremonies have their own power and do not rely on human consecrating in order to activate or their power. As we shall see, an eagle feather, as one example, already has its own power. Human respect is all that is called for in our relationships with that feather or with that particular eagle, or with eagles generally. The feather that I keep in my home is no more powerful than any other feather, nor any less so. Yet when people call the eagle feather sacred what are they really saying? Perhaps these people mean to say that every eagle feather is sacred. But then we must extend that to all eagles, that every eagle is sacred and that there are no eagles that are not sacred. This raises the question as to what it means to call eagles sacred and how we should differentiate eagles from, say, crows or hawks or hummingbirds, except it turns out that crows and hawks and hummingbirds are also sacred! Each has its own personhood and its own inherent spiritual power; each makes its own contribution to the wholeness of life on earth. Eventually, we recognize that all life is sacred, meaning that all animals, all birds, all human beings and all rocks and trees are sacred. The personal decision to pray with an eagle feather or to keep a hummingbird feather in one’s home has to do with what the person wishes to accomplish and exactly what power that person wants to access.

Once we understand that there is nothing in the world that is not sacred, then the very meaning of the word as “set apart” or “consecrated” is meaningless, since everything is set apart or consecrated. By this same argument, the notion of secular fails to work in any Indian culture, because Indian cultural values do not bifurcate the world into sacred and secular. Of course, there is yet a problem with the english dictionary definition. If the sacred is something set apart for the worship of a deity, how can anything be sacred in a culture where there is no deity? To carry it one step further, if it is set apart for worship, how does it function in a culture where there is no worship? Indian people in all our different national communities keep and use a wide variety of objects to help their families and communities: a buffalo skull, deer antlers, rocks of various kinds, tobacco and various other herbal “medicines,” feathers, animal or bird skins, and the like. As we shall see in this book, these things are not somehow more sacred than other things. Yet each has its own spirit, and inherent in that spirit is a unique power, a power which the respectful human can access and use for good. We will come back to the notion of the sacred when we discuss those geographical locations that are generally called “sacred places.”
Worship: Another important english language word for which there is no Indian equivalent is the word worship. The long-standing presupposition of english language speakers, of course, including scholars, ethnographers, missionaries, and the general public, is that worship is a human universal. Everybody worships something. Yet the word is so embedded in english cultural history that it fails to name any actual experience in Indian communities other than those experiences that derive from the long work of missionaries imposing their culture on the native peoples. 
Originally, the english word worship derives from old english and middle english words that combine the verb “to see” with a noun meaning worth or worthiness. So the term essentially means to grant worth to or to see worth in someone or something. In its religious usage in the euro-west, then, it came to mean seeing and acknowledging supreme worth in a supreme being and acting in a structured way to make one’s acknowledgement public. Dictionaries define worships as the “reverent love and devotion accorded a deity, an idol, or a sacred object.” They include as worship the “ceremonies, prayers, or other religious forms by which this love is expressed.” A secondary meaning might include “ardent devotion” or “adoration,” and point to a deification of a person or object: as in “He worshipped the ground she walked on.” The definitions of verbal uses of worship build on these definitions of the noun: “To honor and love as a deity,” or “to participate in religious rites of worship.”

In an Indian context the first problem is that our communities, as largely egalitarian societies, did not grant greater worth to anything or anyone. As we shall see later in the book, even when it comes to the spirit persons, worship is not the Indian response. Rather, in every case, Indian people strive to be in a proper and balanced relationship with the rest of the world whether it be with non-human persons or with spirit persons. Instead of reverent love and devotion the best characterization of Indian peoples “religious” activity is respect for and relationship with the spirit world and with all life on the planet. Indeed, “love” in another problematic word that would require a lengthy excursus to unpack in any Indian culture.
Twenty years ago (in 1987), I attended a large community meeting on the Rosebud Lakota reservation in South Dakota. The dialogue about worship at that conference may prove enlightening.

Lakota “Pipe Worship:”  A gathering had brought together a couple hundred Lakota Episcopalians to Rosebud, South Dakota, for a discussion with an Indian national staff person from the Episcopal Church headquarters in New York. It was a spirited discussion for the first hour, an open debate on the possible role of traditional culture and ceremonial forms in the life of christian Indians. Since the pipe is foundational to all Lakota ceremonial practice, the assembled community turned its attention to it repeatedly, debating whether the pipe could be used in an episcopal worship service, whether episcopal Indian families could keep a pipe for their own prayers, or whether an episcopal Indian could pray with the pipe in ceremonies outside of episcopal worship services—that is, whether a christian Indian could participate in traditional ceremonies of the community.

Finally the local priest, dean of all episcopal missionaries on the Sioux reservations in the Dakotas, could no longer contain himself. A white man with a quarter century of service in churches on Lakota reservations, he knew (that is, presumed he knew) he had earned the right to speak. It was a hard-hitting homiletical diatribe condemning Lakota “worship of the pipe.” His powerful closing was decisive, no-nonsense interdiction: “We will not tolerate the worship of the pipe in our Indian churches!”  


The result was a complete silencing of Indian voices in the hall. A stunned hush ensued for some three or four minutes until an older man from a remote corner of the reservation stood up from the back of the hall to applaud the White priest—even in his misunderstanding.  


“Father,” he began, “We are so glad to hear what you have to say about not worshiping the pipe. If the truth were known, none of us wants to worship the pipe. In fact, we Lakotas never did worship the pipe. 
“But what you need to understand,” he continued, “is this: we are going to pray with the pipe.”


For some twenty-five years, this priest had lived in close community with Indian people and yet had failed to learn the fundamental basics of their culture. Or to understand their cultural and spiritual aspirations. No, Indian peoples have never worshiped the pipe; but rather it was given to the ancestors as an important and powerful instrument of prayer, a companion to carry our prayers to wakonda.  

It is, however, even more complex than this would seem to allow. The pipe is not a god in the euro-western sense of that word, but it is alive. It is a person, a relative.
 And its power is invested in its personhood first of all. This means that the whole scenario is completely different from anything in the euro-western world of modernity.

Religion: Finally, we should at least point to the fact that religion is a euro-western category that has no place in the Indian world. The old people have taught for as long as I can remember that we do not have a religion, that everything we do is a part of daily life. Rather, these traditional spokespeople would insist that their whole culture and social structure was and is infused with a spirituality that can not be separated from the rest of the community’s life at any point. Green corn ceremony, snake dance, Kachinas, sun dance, sweat lodge ceremonies, and the pipe are not the religions of various tribes but rather these are specific ceremonial aspects of a world that includes countless ceremonies in any given tribal context, ceremonies performed by whole communities, clans, families or individuals on a daily, periodic, seasonal or occasional basis and each performed for a particular purpose. While outsiders may identify a single main ceremony as the “religion” of a particular people, those people will likely see that ceremony as merely one extension of their day-to-day existence, all of which is experienced within ceremonial parameters and should be seen as “religious” but not as a religion.

There are a great many other words and concepts that defy easy translation or understanding in the english speaking world or in the world of American Indians. There are english words for which there is not an Indian equivalent and vice-versa, Indian words for which there is no adequate english expression. Words like war and warrior are missing in the majority of Indian languages; and even in those languages where there seems to be a word, it turns out that the meaning is one that was ascribed to in much later in the period of Indian-settler contact. The Lakota word zuyá, for instance, it regularly translated as a noun or verb meaning war or making war. Yet fluent Lakota speakers continue to insist that these are mistranslations that have no place in Lakota culture. Similarly, the wazhazhe word that is regularly translated as “warrior,” akida, has a basic meaning that is invested in activities far removed from war-making. To these notions of war and warriors we will return in Chapters Eight and Ten.
� See YourDictionary.com: � HYPERLINK "http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/w/w0230400.html" ��http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/w/w0230400.html� (accessed May 2006).


� Your Dictionary.com: Holy comes out of Middle English holi, from Old English h� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.yourdictionary.com/images/ahd/gif/amacr.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���lig, and is related to the german word heilig. � HYPERLINK "http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/h/h0245800.html" ��http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/h/h0245800.html� (accessed May 2006).


� YourDictionary.com notes the etiology as: “Middle English worshipe, worthiness, honor, from Old English weorthscipe : weorth, worth ; see � HYPERLINK "http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/w/w0231100.html" �worth�1 + -scipe, -ship.” � HYPERLINK "http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/w/w0230400.html" ��http://www.yourdictionary.com/ahd/w/w0230400.html� (accessed May 2006).


� Charles Red Corn, in his stunning novel A Pipe for February, begins the story with the burial of a pipe. This clan was putting a pipe away as a result of the cultural shift that came about as a result of colonial pressures to acculturate to euro-western ways. The young no longer knew the pipe or cared to learn about it.  Yet it could not be put away lightly. It was also a person, alive: 


 A woman held the pipe wrapped in its woven cover. Her husband was the Keeper of the Pipe for his clan and as his wife her position was to look after the pipe. She held it cradled in her arms and close to her breasts and in her grief she rocked the pipe as she would rock an infant and when the woman could no longer restrain herself she began wailing a prayer song for one who has died. [p. 6]


� See my short entry, “Religion,” in the Encyclopedia of the North American Indian, edited by Frederick Hoxie (Houghton-Mifflin, 1996), pp. 537-541.
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