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    FOREWORD

      Shari Russell

    
      
        When the drum beats

        it resonates beyond your body. It

        becomes the heartbeat of Creation as

        it was meant to be. To sing with it is

        to offer a blessing to all that is and to

        receive blessings back. That’s why drums

        echo. Put your hand on your chest. Close

        your eyes. Feel the drum in your chest.

        Sing with it and blessings become your

        breath, indrawn and expelled, emptying

        and filling, all the world at once. . .

        RICHARD WAGAMESE, EMBERS:

          ONE OJIBWAYS’S MEDITATIONS, 56.

      

    

    
      THE FIRST TIME I REMEMBER HEARING the powwow drum, I was in grade 12. The sound reverberated from the arena and my heart aligned with its pulsating rhythm. I shared my desire to check it out, but the disapproving words evil and demonic stifled any curiosity for my Indigenous traditions and culture. It would be decades until I found myself reconnecting with my culture and coming home to the soothing sounds of a mother’s heartbeat in the cadenced reverberation of the powwow drum. As I breathed in deeply, the assurance and blessing of Creator’s gift filled my lungs, my heart, and my whole being. I was home.

      This story is not uncommon as the impact of colonial ideology merged with missionary endeavors inculcated Indigenous peoples with the message that their culture, traditions, and spirituality needed to be replaced with Christian dogma and rules. Decades later, after much theological study and discourse, the narrative is changing. Indigenous peoples are coming home to the sound of the drum to reclaim their Creator-given identity and to share this blessing with the body of Christ.

      When Danny and Chris approached me about writing this foreword, I was honored and filled with a sense of pride as I reflected on their journey. I appreciated Chris and Danny’s use of humor and cheeky jesting that grounds their writing in relationality. It is such a blessing to see these two biblical scholars reclaim their Indigenous heritage and to hear them integrate their Indigenous understandings of land and creation in their writing.

      Not too long ago, I was asked to share at the Acadia Divinity College chapel service. I asked Danny if he would play a prayer song on the hand drum. Danny had previously written a song and I assumed he might share that. To my surprise, Danny shared a new song he was gifting for the NAIITS’ community for the entry of the NAIITS’ Eagle Staff that had been made. As I listened to his son Jack and him singing, I was overwhelmed, thinking of how Indigenous peoples were forbidden to use our songs, our prayers, our languages, and our ceremonies. Tears of joy and pride freely flowed as Danny engaged his whole being in reclaiming his Indigenous heritage; both he and Chris are contributing to the flourishing of theology as Indigenous biblical scholars. I admit, I especially enjoy watching Chris on the drum—he really does make me chuckle and smile with delight. The first time he was invited to join the drum circle at the NAIITS symposium, tears filled my eyes, not just because of his lack of drumming ability, but because of the embrace he received from those around the drum, which signified his welcome back into his Indigenous identity, into tradition and culture, and into family and community.

      This book synthesizes the theological dialogue of the NAIITS community since its inception in 2001. I hear the words and thoughts of NAIITS founding members throughout. It is a gift that will bring the healing and restoration necessary for the flourishing of Indigenous peoples and the whole body of Christ. No longer do we have to leave behind our Indigenous ways of thinking and being. No longer do we have to justify how Indigenous traditions fit into Christian faith and practice. In this book, Danny and Chris address difficult passages that have previously been used to limit Indigenous perspectives. They flip upside down conventional ways of understanding Scripture, such as the view of wilderness as a desolate place rather than a sacred place of communion or consecration. Although readers will be challenged and stretched to think beyond the European dominant, Western theological frameworks, Danny and Chris integrate biblical knowledge with Indigenous interpretation of Scripture across Turtle Island. Rather than being restrictive, they expand and enrich our understanding of Creator, humanity, and our place within creation. In all this, they maintain the centrality of Jesus and the gospel story.

      This is one of the first books I have read that attempts to bring together the experience of Indigenous followers of Jesus in Canada and the United States. Danny and Chris seek to build bridges between Christian understandings and Indigenous perspectives, showing the breadth, depth, and inclusivity of the gospel’s invitation. They have brought together Indigenous voices from diverse demographics: women, men, older and younger generations, varying denominational affiliations, and the spectrum of contextual practices spanning from integration to separation. Chris and Danny seek to maintain the balance of not romanticizing Indigenous experiences and perspectives through their humility in recognizing the tensions encountered. Yet, they call for a reorientation within the Christian faith and practice of aligning the place of humanity within the kinship web of all creation. They have heard the heartbeat of the drum calling us to receive the blessing and then to share it. They are sharing this blessing as they share the insights of Indigenous peoples who have listened and heard God speaking through the generations and have embraced the whole person of Jesus. As they invite us to learn to dance, to sing a new song, and to embrace the flourishing of all humanity as Creator desires, may we walk gently and with humility.
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PROTOCOL

LAND ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Land acknowledgments may be new to you. They are statements that recognize the importance of the local land and especially the First Peoples of that land and their ancestral connection to it. They range from being beautiful to deeply contested. We have been in entertainment venues where a canned, prerecorded land acknowledgment played on repeat overhead to a distracted and inattentive crowd. We have been in professional settings where the land acknowledgment has been done to check off a box, read by the person who happened to be opening a meeting, sprung on them at the last minute. But we have also been to events where the land acknowledgment was written for the moment and deeply thoughtful. And we have been at or taken part in land acknowledgments that are themselves the ceremonial opening to a gathering. There are many who see a land acknowledgment as part of the “woke” agenda and get angry and roll their eyes. There are others for whom a land acknowledgment must begin any formal gathering, and not to do so is a sign of disrespect that may taint the remainder of the gathering.

You can probably guess where we land as authors. While we recognize that land acknowledgments can frequently feel rote and perfunctory, we could as Christians say the same thing about calls to worship, about the Lord’s Prayer said together, and any other number of things that become regular parts of our collective gathering. It is the work of individuals and communities to continue to imbue importance into these aspects of communal life. Land acknowledgments remind us of the community of creation that we are a part of. They are reminders that every place we are, whether at home or in travel, is a storied place, full of history, life, and relationships. In colonized spaces such as Turtle Island (the Indigenous designation for North America), it is a reminder for Indigenous peoples that our stories and histories matter and that our ancestors have known, shaped, and been shaped by the land we are in. For some non-Indigenous folks, it may serve as a reminder that they know very little of the history of the lands they occupy and hopefully as a moment of gratitude for the way the land takes care of us, as well as gratitude for the original inhabitants who were caretakers of the land prior to colonization.

We, as authors, recognize that stories and wisdom are held by places. Stories, wisdom, and belonging are tied to the land, and we aim to live in a good way in the places we live and the places we visit. And in recognizing land as a storied place, we recognize that Creator apportioned lands to peoples. Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island do not think that the land belongs to them but that we belong to the land. In preparation for this book, we both traveled across our respective countries, separately and together. We beheld the beauty of different territories, heard the stories, met the people, felt the joys and the heartaches. Through all of these travels and in times of sitting together to write face to face, or pixel to pixel, we gave thanks for the goodness of Creator and acknowledged the lands that have welcomed us and continue to sustain us. I (Danny) am grateful for the land of Mi’kma’ki, the ancestral and unceded territory of the Mi’kmaq people, where my little town of Wolfville, Nova Scotia, resides. And I (Chris) honor the many tribes for whom the land of Mount Vernon and Lisbon, Iowa, was and is home, including the Bájoxe (Ioway), the Oceti Ŝakowiŋ (“The Seven Council Fires,” including the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota), the Meskwaki Nation (Sac and Fox of the Mississippi in Iowa), the Kiikaapoi (Kickapoo), and the Ho-Chunk (Winnebago Tribe of Nebraska).
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1
ENTERING THE CIRCLE DANCE
An Introduction to Turtle Island Hermeneutics

NEITHER OF US, CHRIS NOR DANNY, is a particularly good dancer. We are certainly not fancy dancers, dressed in colorful regalia at powwows and coordinated in their dramatic movement. But when the drum leader invites the community into the circle dance during our annual NAIITS symposium gatherings, we join.1 When the round dance takes place, everyone gathers in a wide circle, shoulder to shoulder, and performs a two-step shuffle to the beat of the drum that is simple enough (even for Chris and Danny) to follow along. Historically, there have been disagreements about which direction we dance, whether clockwise or counterclockwise. Each Indigenous band and nation has its own protocol, and we defer to the protocol of the people whose ancestral homelands we dance on. Nevertheless, wherever we dance, there are always a few who roll their eyes and make it known that we are dancing the wrong way according to their tradition. And we dance as the drummers sing the “Friendship Dance” and “We Dance Before You.” “As we rise, our prayer is our dance,” intones the solemn voice of Mohawk singer, Jonathan Maracle. “We dance before your holy throne,” the song continues, alluding to the image of the “persons from every tribe, language, people, and nation” (Rev 5:9) who encircle the throne of God (Rev 4–5). As our hearts rhythmically align with the vibrations of the drumbeat, our dance may be a foretaste of the sacred round dance that our elder in the faith, John of Patmos, envisioned.2 Here in this dance is Indigenous joy. Here is life at its best.

In this book, we invite you to join us in the round dance of North American Indigenous interpretations of Christian Scripture. Like Indigenous round dances, Indigenous interpretations have recognizable patterns and steps that distinguish one dance from another and characteristics that reflect local customs and histories. There are sometimes disagreements about how things should be done. But we can agree to disagree, recognizing that each tradition is worth preserving. The performance of Indigenous interpretation invites participants to be aware of their bodies, hearts, and minds. It invites them to coordinate their movements in sync with the bodies of those around them, lest they step on others’ toes; with the land they all mutually dance on; and with the Spirit, whose rhythm fills and inspires the space. Interpretation, like dance, puts us in the shoes of our grandmothers and ancestors. We dance steps similar to what has been danced before and connect with something much older and larger than ourselves. And like dance, the power of Indigenous interpretation, in part, lies in its art and its beauty, which can move the soul toward spiritual revelations and experiences of belonging, harmony, and peace.

We’ve titled our book Reading the Bible on Turtle Island in order to forefront an Indigenous worldview that privileges an Indigenous name and story for a land that Euroamericans have called North America. The title also emphasizes the importance that place plays in how Indigenous people understand themselves. Granted, not every Indigenous band, tribe, or nation refers to North America as Turtle Island. But it is enough for us that many Indigenous peoples have creation stories that describe the present-day United States, Canada, and Mexico as residing on the back of a turtle, including the Anishinaabe, Haudenosaunee, and Wabanaki/Abenaki peoples. While elements of this story differ among bands, the general creation story begins with Sky Woman, who, as her namesake implies, dwells in the sky but falls or is pushed through a hole and descends to the earth. Birds of the air rescue Sky Woman, catching her on their backs and delivering her onto the back of a hospitable turtle. While the turtle is generous enough to offer his shell as a home for Sky Woman, there is not enough space to host her and the offspring she holds in her belly. And so the animals take council and decide to gather mud from the bottom of the sea to spread on the turtle’s back to create more livable space. This proves a difficult task, with none but a single animal able to plunge deep enough to retrieve the mud. This animal is variably identified as a muskrat or toad or turtle. In many stories, this animal dies in the process of retrieving the mud, emphasizing the great cost by which we come by this gift of land and the respect we owe our animal kin for our survival. The mud is spread out on the turtle’s back, which miraculously expands to form the continent of North America. If you squint just right, you can make out the outline of the turtle, with Baja California, Florida, Labrador/Quebec, and Alaska making up its legs, the Arctic Islands its head, and Mexico and Central America the tail.

TURTLE ISLAND HERMENEUTICS

It is our pleasure and honor to introduce you to Turtle Island hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is a fancy word meaning “the process of interpretation” and helps us sound more civilized and sophisticated among biblical scholars. A core assumption of Turtle Island hermeneutics is that Creator, who made a covenant with the Israelite patriarchs and matriarchs, had not ignored the Indigenous peoples of North America until the European colonizers arrived. Rather, Creator has always been present on Turtle Island and made a mark on the stories, ceremonies, lands, worldviews, and lifeways of its Indigenous peoples. This ought to be no surprise for those who hold the Bible as sacred. After all, God indicates that he works with nations outside Israel in passages such as Amos 9:7: “Haven’t I brought Israel up from the land of Egypt, and the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir?” Likewise, the apostle Paul while in Athens states, “From one person God created every human nation to live on the whole earth, having determined their appointed times and the boundaries of their lands” (Acts 17:26). God has not been uninvolved in the affairs of world history, as he is the Creator of all and comes to reconcile all things to himself (Col 1:20).

The belief that God cares for the whole world and works with all nations should seem like common sense to believers—but tragically it has not. The Doctrine of Discovery, a legal principle derived from a series of fifteenth-century papal bulls (i.e., public decrees from the pope), declared that any land inhabited by non-Christians could be “discovered” and “owned.” This theologically justified the theft of Indigenous lands because Turtle Island was populated by “heathens.”3 This meant that the land was considered empty (terra nullius). This dehumanization continued and was enshrined in the Declaration of Independence, with its denigration of Indigenous peoples as “merciless Indian Savages.”4 The theology of the colonizers was put on display in their actions, revealing their belief that God was absent from these lands that were “promised” to them. This belief, as Steven Newcomb (Shawnee, Lenape) argues, has whitewashed how settlers tell stories about their national pasts and their “encounters” with the Indians, justifying their “legal” entitlement to property that was theirs for the taking.5 As US Supreme Court Justice John Marshall famously declared in his opening to Johnson v. McIntosh (1823): “On the discovery of this immense continent . . . the character and religion of its inhabitants [European colonizers] afforded an apology [i.e., justification] for considering them [Native Americans] as a people over whom the superior genius of Europe might claim an ascendancy.”6

The belief that God has been most present in settler stories and its Manifest Destiny to hold dominion over Turtle Island haunts us still and reverberates even into theological spaces. For instance, theology is often labeled simply as “theology” when written by a white scholar but requires an adjective when done by others (e.g., African American theology, Asian American theology, etc.). The idea that God is most fully understood and held as the norm in Euroamerican spaces must be firmly rejected in our theology and practice as we do the work of decentering European-descended voices and amplify the voices of the global and multiethnic church—this is part of what it means to decolonize theological spaces. This is why the core assumption that Creator has been present with Indigenous peoples since the beginning needs to be decisively stated at the outset of our description of Turtle Island hermeneutics.

Turtle Island hermeneutics reads biblical narratives according to frameworks and categories that align with and arise from our Indigenous heritage and lands. Such interpretations take seriously how our social locations influence the questions and concerns we bring to Scripture. Social location is an important component of any interpretive process, since, as readers, we always bring ourselves to a text. What we bring to the text inevitably shapes what broader patterns and meanings we both discover from and impose on the text. Particular aspects of our lives not only shape our questions but also provide us with a set of glasses, as it were, which can often bring into focus aspects of the text that are blurry to others because their social locations or glasses are different. We do not pretend that we can achieve a disconnected objectivity when we encounter Scripture. Truth be told, even those biblical scholars and pastors who frame their research and sermons as recovering “what the Bible actually says” are at the same time still reconstructing the biblical contexts and texts to make the Bible speak to their present moment in ways that are inherently informed by their social location. This is not to be a cultural relativist; it is to be a humble realist. That said, as biblical scholars, we are constantly teaching our students about the importance of the historical and cultural context of Scriptures for interpreting the Bible well.

Western biblical scholars have often framed hermeneutics with a universal frame of reference, assuming that the methods and approaches would be equally applicable at all times and places. This is markedly different from socially located hermeneutical approaches. We as Indigenous Christians are individuals and communities grounded in and formed by the “community of creation,” with our distinct histories, stories, and theologies.7 We belong to our families, we belong to our communities, and we belong to the land. These circles of relationship form us and inform our encounter with the scriptural text. Turtle Island hermeneutics expressly does not seek a universal frame of reference that comes from nowhere yet is everywhere. Rather, we try to take seriously all those things in our lives and history that have shaped us to be who we are and the goodness within our cultural heritages. From there, we ask what assets we bring with us as we encounter the text. This emphasis on social location in biblical interpretation has resulted in insightful and helpful volumes from scholars of African, Latino/a, Asian, and European descent.8 Interpreters who fully understand and embrace their social location can offer unique insight and assets that aid in arriving at a reasonable approximation of what the authors of Scripture meant, as well as what the scriptural text now means for a community of faith. Our encounter with the Scriptures is a dynamic process that involves not only sincere and concerted effort to understand the communicative intent of the author but also continually asking the question of how Scripture shapes and guides our lives in the circumstances we find ourselves in.9

We also live within the reality of colonization and the brutal legacy of the Doctrine of Discovery.10 We do not leave these historical realities behind as we encounter Scripture. Indeed, it was this sacred text that was often used to justify the theft of Indigenous lands and the practice of cultural genocide. These are realities that Indigenous peoples live with every day. North America is still divided as the colonially governed nation states of Canada, the United States, and Mexico. These are recent dividing lines along our landscapes, lines that ignored Indigenous sovereignty, traditional territories and communities, and even natural land barriers. European colonization of countries happened around the globe, not simply in North America. But for many of these countries, the colonizing power eventually retreated from the land, and the country has returned to the people. This is not the case on Turtle Island. For this reason, Turtle Island hermeneutics is not a postcolonial hermeneutic but is rather an ongoing work of decolonizing.11 All these historical realities we bring in ourselves as we encounter the Scriptures. And this grounded framework can often emphasize previously unnoticed elements within biblical prose and narratives or resignify the meaning of technical terms or narrative elements and figures.



DANCING THROUGH THE MEDICINE WHEEL

The medicine wheel is a common symbol and paradigm for organizing teachings in many North American Indigenous nations. Its symbolism is used in many different aspects of life and for our purposes helps to orient the approach of Turtle Island hermeneutics. Returning to the image of the dance, communal dances draw people together, strengthen bonds, and bring people in sync. The relational aspect of dance is especially important as we talk about Turtle Island hermeneutics, because it is relationships that order Indigenous worldviews and lifeways. As we encounter the Scriptures, we do so in recognition that we have a particular relationship to the Scriptures. We also do so in recognition that we have other relationships from which we derive teaching, wisdom, meaning, identity, and belonging. All these relationships come to bear on us as we seek Creator in the good medicine Way of Jesus.12 The circle is a prized shape in Indigenous communities because it places things into nonhierarchical relationships with one another. “You will notice,” as Black Elk (Lakota) observes, “that everything the Indian does is in a circle . . . the power from the sacred hoop.”13 Each portion of the wheel has a measure of unique authority depending on the circumstances in which we find ourselves. As we journey through life, different aspects of this wheel come to bear, shedding light on our choices and giving us wisdom for the journey. Creator does and will speak to us through these relationships.

What is crucial as we describe Turtle Island hermeneutics is the inner circle of arrows in figure 1.1—the dance arrows of continual dynamic movement. Each segment in some ways does stand alone; however, because these are domains of authority and guiding wisdom in which Indigenous readers dance, these segments intersect, engage with, and cross-pollinate one another as they come to shape the believer. These domains of wisdom and teaching dynamically influence our encounter with the Christian Scriptures. Turtle Island hermeneutics recognizes and celebrates this dynamic communal dance, an approach that is different from those that assume a hierarchical relationship of the Scriptures over against any other source of truth and wisdom.

[image: A circle with 4 quadrants, clockwise from top right: cultural traditions; creation; our minds and hearts; Scripture.]

Figure 1.1. Medicine wheel of Turtle Island hermeneutics. For a color version of the medicine wheel, please visit www.ivpress.com/resources/turtle-island-medicine-wheel


Scripture. Scripture holds a unique position of authority for Indigenous followers of Christ, and indeed for all believers, because it is the primary witness to the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. While other domains of wisdom and teaching in the circle do at times reveal things about Christ, Scripture is unique and unrivaled in this manner. We have noticed in our conversations with Indigenous Christians throughout Turtle Island a marked preference for the stories of Scripture, and especially a preference for the Gospel stories of Jesus. Even non-Christian Indigenous people respect Jesus and his teachings, seeing him as a powerful ancestor, a powerful medicine man, or a spiritual being.

The relationship we have with Jesus informs and shapes our relationship with Scripture. We recognize Jesus as a brown-skinned Indigenous man whose land was colonized. He was shaped by the stories of his people and the revelations that came from Creator and were written down by the Hebrew prophets. We have been adopted into the global and multiethnic family of Jesus; he is our elder brother (Mk 3:34-35; Rom 8:15-17; Gal 4:4-7). As we are now adopted into his family as kin, his ancestral stories and histories have now become part of our stories and histories as we join into the faith family of Abraham (Gal 3:7). These stories do not replace our previous stories and histories but join the dance circle. The words of Scripture have become the wisdom of our adoptive elders and ancestors. The desire for the Scriptures to dominate as the sole authority, denigrating and replacing Indigenous cultural traditions, is a colonizing form of Christianity that Indigenous people the world over have encountered.

Indigenous followers of Christ do not enter into this relationship blissfully ignorant and unwilling to reckon with the sometimes harsh realities of the biblical text. As you will read in the forthcoming pages, Indigenous encounters with the biblical text have not shied away from wrestling with and critiquing the biblical text. Jacob/Israel encountered God at Bethel and wrestled through the night with him (Gen 32:22-31). He left the encounter with a blessing but also with a limp. The Scriptures today are like a modern-day Bethel for the family of faith—a place in which we encounter God and can leave the encounter blessed or bruised, sometimes both simultaneously. But in the midst of these encounters, we maintain our hope in the power of the “God-breathed” or “inspired” Scriptures (2 Tim 3:16) to give life to those who hold them as sacred.14 This understanding of the inspired nature of the Christian Scriptures points primarily to its relational orientation with the reader rather than a claim about its objective uniqueness and origin.

As we move to speak about the other spheres of wisdom and authority that are part of the Turtle Island hermeneutical dance, it is important to recognize that Scripture itself holds an open hand to seeking truth and guidance outside its pages. In this regard, the Wisdom literature of the Hebrew Bible is where we can mostly clearly see this invitation. For example, scholars note how an Egyptian work, the Instruction of Amenemope, was likely reshaped in Proverbs 22:17–23:11.15 Regarding the Wisdom literature, William P. Brown’s insight that the “Bible’s wisdom corpus is the open door in an otherwise closed canon” invites us to adopt the posture of Proverbs to appreciate wisdom where it can be found.16 To this we can add the extraordinary chapters of Job 38–41, where the beauty, mystery, and wisdom in creation is brought forth in God’s speech. God traverses the wonders of the heavens and weather, then parades numerous animals (lion, goat, deer, ox, horse, etc.) and the two primordial animals Behemoth (Job 40) and Leviathan (Job 41). The Bible itself offers us a model for seeking wisdom and guidance outside pages of Scripture. These observations contrast with how some church cultures have discouraged Christians, Indigenous or otherwise, from appreciating and exploring the wisdom traditions of their own cultures or the wisdom given by the community of creation.

Cultural traditions. Cultural heritage and traditions of Indigenous peoples encompass the teachings, stories, dances, prayers, songs, dress, food, arts, language, protocols, and ceremonies that shape and characterize nations and unite them as a people. These cultural traditions are living and tied to the lands of the people and to the more-than-human inhabitants with which they share those territories. These cultural traditions dynamically shape and reinforce the worldviews and lifeways of the people. By passing on their cultural traditions, Indigenous nations preserve their heritage in perpetuity. In the case of some Indigenous people, such as the two of us, who did not have their cultural traditions passed on (a legacy of colonialism and assimilation policies), the work of cultural reclamation is about being introduced to these aspects of our cultural traditions and allowing them to shape us as we connect with the traditions of our ancestors. These cultural traditions themselves hold memory and knowledge, and as dances are learned or songs are sung, this traditional knowledge is enacted, absorbed, and passed on.

Bodies of traditional knowledge within Indigenous cultures are a domain of wisdom that Indigenous followers of Christ look to and engage with. These traditions may encode knowledge about traditional landscapes, the flora and fauna of a particular territory, Creator, or a given Indigenous people, or may encode wisdom for life’s journey. In the past and on into the present, Western missionaries and believers have often denigrated or demonized these traditional teachings in order to dissuade Indigenous peoples from engaging with their cultural heritage. Nisga’a Elder Willard Martin shared with Danny how Methodist missionaries worked among his people on the west coast of Canada. “They worked really hard at separating them [their converts] from their families . . . they relocated all the converts to this village here . . . they gathered all their artifacts like their regalia, drums, rattles, talking sticks. Anything to do with totem poles, they started cutting them down and burning them.”17 The cultural genocide that was so often coupled with colonial missionary work has proved disastrous for the beautiful diversity that the church is to be (Rev 5:9). Part of decolonizing the church and theology is a rejection of cultural hegemony in which the Euroamerican culture is considered the norm and the one that most aligns with and is permissible for Christians.18 How, then, ought First Nations Christians to relate to their cultural traditions?

In a seminal article on Indigenous interpretations of Scripture and approaches to theology, Episcopal Bishop Steven Charleston (Choctaw) encourages Indigenous Christians to understand the account of their people’s history, teachings, laws, and covenant with the Creator as their own “Old” or, as we might say, “Original” Testament.19 According to Charleston, these ancestral stories, traditions, and ceremonial rites are Original Instructions that were given by Creator to each Indigenous nation. Indigenous Christians do not need to reject or relegate their traditions in order to accept the Hebrew Bible as Scripture. Indigenous Christians can appreciate how the Hebrew Bible explains Creator’s unique dealings with a particular tribe and nation, which culminated in the coming of Christ for all the world. The Hebrew Bible then enters a sacred circle of wisdom that shapes the Indigenous Christian—held as unique and sacred in its own particular way—alongside our own sacred traditions. Native theologians therefore must discern how their own stories, rituals, and lifeways—the Original Instructions to the nations of Turtle Island—can both inform and be informed by their interpretation of the Christian Scriptures in order to empower, inspire, challenge, and guide Indigenous followers of Christ.

This insight from Charleston has important implications for Indigenous peoples; and indeed for any person, as we are all indigenous to somewhere. Anecdotally, we have observed in some Christians a cultural vacuum that they attempt to fill with foreign cultural practices. Settler people, often disconnected from their ancestral lands for many generations, lose their cultural traditions and practices and adopt modern consumerist culture, which is a mile wide but an inch deep. This lack of cultural rootedness sometimes results in cultural appropriation, something that Indigenous North Americans are acutely aware of, as Indigenous culture is recognized as meaningful and even at times exotic, and so those who feel a cultural vacuum engage in Indigenous cultural practices.20 Another example of this in Christian spaces is the “Hebrew roots” movement. This nonorganized movement within the church has (usually white) Christians adopting many practices of early Judaism, as this is the culture that they are most exposed to through the Bible. Behind the practice is the (mistaken) assumption that the Jewish culture is one mandated by God. Why might Christians do this today? In the words of Cayuga First Nation theologian Adrian Jacobs, “It is because they do not have their own Old Testament!” Having lost the riches of their own cultural heritage over generations, and unsatisfied with the vacuous nature of American pop culture, they turn to the riches they see in the cultural heritage they are most familiar with. This modern example serves to illustrate the ubiquitous need and longing we all share for rootedness in a cultural heritage.

What do we do when teachings from cultural traditions are seen as contradicting scriptural teaching? This tends to be a question mostly asked by non-Indigenous people. There are several reasons for this. First, Indigenous peoples are often more comfortable with tensions and contradictions. Indeed, there are stories and elements within some Indigenous traditions that expressly highlight and enact contradictions and chaos, because this is part of the reality of life.21 This tension also exists within Scripture. For example, two contradictory proverbs sit side by side (Prov 26:4-5). Tensions between divergent accounts abound in the New Testament, ranging from how each of the four Gospels depicts events in Jesus’ life or how Luke presents Paul in Acts as opposed to how Paul represents himself in his letters (i.e., compare Acts 15 and Gal 2). Second, Western theology is less storied than Indigenous theology. This is likely due in part to the prominence and reception of the apostle Paul in the post-Reformation Western church, which has read Paul analytically—as if his theology could be systematized like math apart from story. When we think of truth as propositionally based, a post-Enlightenment, reason-formed mind begins to weigh claims dialectically or, in words Chris can understand, one against another. This type of analysis, while useful, cannot replicate the learning we gain through truth-bearing stories. Stories invite reflection, wonder, imagination, imitation, and retelling. Stories embrace mystery, paradoxes, and absurdities that resonate with lived experience.

Within the Hebrew Bible, the Israelite scribes and prophets knew and poetically referenced multiple creation stories beyond those preserved in Genesis 1–2. The Hebrew Bible alludes to and adapts Canaanite and Babylonian creation accounts that personified the sea as a monstrous agent of chaos that must be defeated.22 For example, in Isaiah 51:9-12, the prophetic author in Babylonian exile describes God as having accomplished heroic feats, such as piercing the dragon and drying up the sea, which ancient audiences would have recognized as riffing off the Babylonian work Enuma Elish. In this Babylonian creation story, the divine Marduk defeats Tiamat, the goddess of the sea, and divides up her body to structure the heavens and the earth. Consider also the many references to God setting the boundaries of the sea (e.g., Job 38:8-11; Ps 104:6-9) or taming the ancient sea beast Leviathan (e.g., Job 41:1-34; Ps 104:26). These themes come together especially in Psalm 74:12-14:

Yet God has been my king from ancient days—

God, who makes salvation happen in the heart of the earth!

You split the sea with your power.

You shattered the heads of sea monsters on the water.

You crushed Leviathan’s heads.

You gave it to the desert dwellers for food.



Where in Genesis, in the days of old, did the God of Israel defeat sea monsters and use their bodies to nourish desert creatures? The biblical scribes responsible for these passages seem to have found local—and might we say, Indigenous—creation stories helpful to think with as they sought to poignantly describe God’s inspiring might and creating power.

Given that ancient Israelite scribes and prophets could creatively adopt and adapt creation stories of other cultures and not simply dismiss them outright, we see this as an invitation to do the same.23 Indigenous followers of Christ hold complementary creation stories. Some Indigenous nations have multiple creation stories already, and the addition of the biblical creation story (or stories) adds to the richness of the traditions from which they draw. Indeed, creation stories within Indigenous worldviews are not solely about origins but how to think with the story and its implications. Creation stories are often creating stories—creating in us the recognition of our belonging, our roles and responsibilities, and how the world is ordered. They cause us to live in certain ways, they create in us a worldview, and they call us forth to be creators and contributors in the world.

Creation. Indigenous ways of knowing (epistemology) believe that there is no end to the knowledge and wisdom that can be gained from closely observing the natural world around us. The close observation of creation, including the fauna, flora, minerals, water, and atmosphere, not only advances our understanding of the world around us; it also has something to teach us about how we should live. As Clarence Yarholar (Muscogee/Creek), a minister for the Oklahoma Indian Missionary Conference, has said, “Nature speaks so loudly and so quietly”—if only we will listen and pay attention. As First Nations Christians, such attentiveness to nature provides a rich way to gain wisdom and to hear from Creator.

For instance, in the summer of 2022, Chris had the honor to visit an esteemed Lakota elder, visionary, and medicine man, Basil Brave Heart, during his visit to Pine Ridge reservation in South Dakota. Basil shared that one day, when he was young and out picking plums with his grandmother and others, Basil’s grandmother announced to the group: “When you were going up, somebody stepped on flowers—not on purpose. On the way back, follow your footsteps, see if you can find that flower. Then stoop down and smell it. Because you stepped on the flower, is it going to withhold its fragrance? No, it must still share it. That’s nature’s way of forgiveness. Even though you stepped on it.”24 Basil treasured his grandmother’s lesson about the flower’s forgiveness, which has helped him process his own bitterness toward the harm others have caused him.

Other examples of hearing Creator’s wisdom abound in Indigenous worshiping communities, such as one that Chris and Danny have both had the pleasure of virtually attending and speaking at: Good Medicine Way.25 At each service before worship around the ceremonial drum, members have an opportunity to share any creation insights they received during the week. Kimberlee Medicine Horn Jackson (Lakota), a teacher in the community, once shared about her experience watching a poor frog leap to and fro across her yard to avoid the pursuit of a curious blue jay. Observing this scene, she reflected on how, in her own life, she often wants a straight path. And yet, like the frog jumping back and forth, sometimes the good path is not the straightforward path we plan or desire. What she observed was a living parable playing out in front of her, with the Holy Spirit guiding her heart to an insight she needed in the moment. Creator has set before us a created order filled with living parables, waiting to be discovered and appreciated for those with eyes to see and hearts attuned to the Spirit to receive. Although this way of looking at the world may not be obvious to Western perspectives—and may even be questionable to many—for countless Indigenous people, this is an obvious way of looking at the world.

Turtle Island hermeneutics poses the question, What if we could learn from creation as we do from Scripture? What if Christians take more seriously in practice Augustine’s statement that nature is like a second book written by God?26 Proverbs invites us to closely observe and learn from nature, pointing out the ant as an example of judicious labor (Prov 6:6-11). Job 12:7-10 invites us to ask nature questions to gain wisdom:

But ask Behemoth, and he will teach you;

the birds in the sky, and they will tell you;

or talk to earth, and it will teach you;

the fish of the sea will recount it for you.

Among all these, who hasn’t known

that the LORD’s hand did this?

In whose grasp is the life of every thing,

the breath of every person?



This statement, in the heart of the Bible’s Wisdom literature, makes a profound statement about valid sources of divine wisdom. Wisdom and fear of God extend beyond the written words of Scripture (and even the human community of believers) to the wider community of creation. As the scholars of the Earth Bible project express in one of their key guiding principles: “Earth is a living entity capable of raising its voice in celebration and against injustice.”27 If the stars can induce the psalmist to reflect on the smallness and humbleness of humanity before the works of God (Ps 8:3) and can be called on to worship the Creator (Ps 148:3), might the psalmist think they can teach us something too? To go even further, if we accept that Jesus of Nazareth “matured in wisdom and years,” as the Gospel of Luke puts it (Lk 2:52), what wisdom did Jesus learn from closely observing creation? And what might this mean for Indigenous followers of Christ?

Let’s consider a few examples that illustrate how Jesus learned from creation. In particular, recall Jesus’ experience in the wilderness as narrated in Mark 1:12-13: “At once the Spirit forced Jesus out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan. He was among the wild animals, and the angels took care of him.” What do we imagine Jesus doing for forty days and nights in the wilderness? Most likely, whatever we imagine, it will be informed by our own experiences of fasting or of the wilderness or some campy Jesus film. Our mind always imagines something to fill in the gaps. For some Indigenous people familiar with the ceremonies of First Nations of the Plains, this sounds an awful lot like a vision quest.28 For the Lakota, a vision quest consists of numerous days of fasting alone in the wilderness in order to demonstrate one’s pitifulness before Creator. Out of one’s deep humility and vulnerability, a person petitions Creator to receive a vision that sheds light on their authentic self, their calling, and the gifts they have to offer the community—such transformative visions are good medicine or divine blessings. Vision quests also provide opportunities for individuals to reflect on, observe, and listen to the lessons of creation, which surrounds them as they think about their own roles and responsibilities to the community.

Can we imagine Jesus too reflecting on, observing, and listening to creation as he prepares himself for his sacred journey of preaching and healing? Did he notice the flight and beautiful feathers of the hoopoe, Israel’s native bird? Or did he observe the resilient grazing habits of the Arabian Oryx? Did he acknowledge and respect the space of the Levant viper slithering by? Did his time abstaining from food and society lead Jesus to be more receptive to the very lessons that would encapsulate what the kingdom of God is like—and did some of these lessons come
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