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Death and Dying from a Native American
Spirituality Perspective

By Rev. Karalee Hawkins Boyle

In ministering to the needs of Native Americans, especially in the area of
death and dying, one must first become acquainted with their culfural view
that spirituality is a way of life, not a religion. Intrinsic to this view is the
belief that all things and beings are imbued with Spirit and, therefore, must
be treated in a sacred manner. Most tribal peoples believe in a universal
kinship between individuals and the rest of creation, and it is understood
that one is responsible for right action with “all one’s relations,” not only
for one’s own good, but for the good of all peoples—now and for generations
to come.

Unlike most religions, the practice of Native American Spirituality does
not recognize a religious hierarchy or intermediary between the individual
and his or her Creator, The individual is solely responsible for determining
right action and the spiritual practice he or she learns orally—through tribal
orientation, from a mentor, or through a personal vision. Therefore, in
ministering to the needs of Native Americans, it is important to keep in
mind that rituals and belief systems are highly personal, even within a
specific tribal orientation, and that it cannot be assumed that what might

be true for one,.is true for another.

However, there are basic universal Native American Spirituality principles
that the minister ot health care worker may use as a guide:

First, it is not uncommon for Native Americans or individuals practicing
Native American Spirituality to combine another faith, such as Christianity,
with their spiritual practice. The legendary Frank Fools Crow, Ceremonial
Chief and Holy Man of the Teton Sioux, was also a practicing Catholic. The
Native American Church (the Peyote Religion) combines elements of
Native American Spirituality and Christianity and is as tightly run as a
Catholic Mass.

Second, almost all Native peoples believe in an afterworld of some kind.
Among some groups, the afterworld is a place where souls live on for
eternity; among othets, it serves as a way station for individuals destined
for reincarnation.

Third, most Native Americans believe that separation from the living isa
source of anguish for the dead. Funeral rites——which often last for days—
are designed to protect the survivors and drive the soul of the deceased
safely away from the living. These ideas are illustrated in the following
paragraphs from The American Indian, Cycles of Life (1994):

. .. The funeral rite was usually decorous, even gentle. In a
Winnebago funeral, a warrior designated as chief mowurner would
address lengthy speeches to the spirit of the deceased. Holding out
a pipe, he would say: “Here it is, the tobacco. I am certain that you,
O Ghost, are not very far away, that in fact, you are standing right
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in back of me, waiting for me to reach you the pipe and tobacco,
that you might take it along with you. That Ekewise, you are waiting
for your food to take on your journey. You have made us long for
you, and therefore, do you see to it that all those things that belonged
to you and that you would have enjoyed had you lived longer—
such as victories on the warpath, earthly possessions, and life —
that all these you leave behind for us to enjoy. This do you ask for
as you travel along. This also I ask of you. Do not cause us to
follow you soon; do not cause your brothers any fear. I have now
lighted a pipe for you.”

. . . The living usually grieved for the dead. The Hopi expressed
their sorrow with wailing on the day of death—and wailing againa
year later. Among the Crow and several other peoples of the Plains,
men and women would slash their head and arms and legs, or they
would cut off a finger at the first joint. In many cultures, mourners
cut their hair, blackened their faces, wore old clothes, ate sparsely,
and abstained from sexual relations for a designated period. The
Iroquois recited messages linked with special strings of wampum.
“By these words, we wipe the tears away from your eyes that you
may again see,” one message says. "When a person is mourning the
loss of a loved one, his ears are stopped and he cannot hear. By
these words we remove that obstruction so that you may hear again.
Since our brother has died, the light has dropped from the sky. We
now lift up the light and replace it in the sky.”

Finally, for many Indian peoples, it is critical that the deceased not be
addressed by name. If in doubt as to the individual's belief system, refer to
the deceased other than by name—as “yourloved one,” or “your father.” It
is believed that saying the name draws the dead one’s spirit back to the
Earth plane.

Given the complexity of Native American Spirituality, those who minister
to Native Americans in respect to death and dying should first determine
the family’s and friends’ wishes in relation to their loved one. Do they want
a minister or priest called to the bedside, or do they have an elder that
might be called to pray over the sick and dying? If an elder is called, it is
important for the health care community and the nonnative friends of the
sick and/or dying to welcome the elder as respectfully as they would a
priest or minister.

As health care workers and hospitals become aware of the unique nature
of Native American Spirituality, the elder’s performance of a purification
ritual or the smoking of the Sacred Pipe will become as commonplace in a
hospital’s setting as a priest’s administering of the Last Rites. These two
spiritual practices are described briefly below:

The Saging Cetemony

The practice of Cedaring or Saging (also called “smoking off” or
“smudging”) is performed for purification and healing purpeses prior to
most Native ceremonies, as well as for praying for the sick and dying. Dried
sage or cedar is placed in a bowl (usually an abalone shell) and lit. The
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smoke from the burning sage or cedar is first fanned to the Grandfathers
of the Four Directions: West, North, Fast and South, and to the Father
Above and Mother Earth Below. Then the purifying smoke of the sage or
cedar is fanned over the one being prayed for and perhaps over all those
present in the room.

As the smoke from sage has often been mistaken for marijuana, it is
important to instruct hospital staff and visitors about the religious purpose
of this ritual. Prayer Songs may also be sung over the dying. A rattle, drum,
or flute may accompany these prayers for the one passing on to the other
side. Praying with the Sacred Pipe is also commonly performed in the
presence of the sick and dying, or during the last rites for the deceased.

The Sacred Pipe

For those of the Plains Indians and some Native peoples, the smoking of
the Sacred Pipe is included in prayers for the sick and dying. The elder, or
pipe carrier, fills the pipe with pinches of unadulterated tobacco,
representing prayers for the one in need, for that one’s family and friends,
and for all one’s relations. The pipe is lit and offered to the Four Directions,
all that is above (Pather) and all that is below (Mother). Here it is important
to stress again that this offering is for the many aspects of the One God; that
is, for all that is to the left of self, to one’s right, before and behind oneself,
above and below. All is God. The Sacred Pipe may or may not be shared
with participants.

~ An important consideration for those unfamiliar with Native American
Spirituality, is that women in their Moontime (menstruating) should excuse
themselves in the presence of the Sacred Pipe.

Also, smoking the Sacred Pipe is a matter of choice for participants. If
one chooses not to do so, it is important to accept the offered pipe in a
respectful manner, and offer it clockwise to the next person on one’s left.
The best advice to be given is, “Watch and do.”

Songs Tell the Story

Perhaps the best way to convey an understanding of the varied and complex
nature of death and dying from a Native American perspective is through

its poetry.

The first song, anthologized in American Indian Poetry (1991), comes from
the Far North, “Songs for the Great Feast of the Dead.” The Native practice
of the Giveaway is sung wherein the spiritual essence is offered to the depar-
ted loved ones of the presents of food, reindeer skins, and sealskins for a tent.

Songs for the Great Feast of the Dead

I

For our children are gone,

While those of our friends remain.
Ai-ya-ya-yai

Come back, nephew, come back, we miss you;
Ai-ya-ya-yai
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Come back to us, our lost ones,

We have presents for you.
Al-ya-ya-yai

Oh, my brother, come back to me,
Ai-ya-ya-yai

My brother come back and we
Will give you a small present,
Alya-ya-yai-yae-yai

My children, where are you?
Ai-ya-ya-yai.

Come back to us, our children.
We are lonely and sad.
Al-ya-ya-yai.

Come, my brother,
Return to us again;
We wait for you;
Come, brother, come.
Al-ya-ya-yai
Return once more.

Qur mother, come back to us.

At-ya-ya-yai

Return, our father;

We wait for you;

Come back to us,

And we, who are lonely,

Will give you food.
Ai-ya-ya-yai

11

Dead ones; come here;
A-la-ai'ya’

Come here, do.

Sealskins for a tent you will get,
A-la'ai’ya

Come here, do.

Reindeer skins for a bed you will get,
A-la’ai-ya’

v

We will sing a song.

We will go down the current.
The waves will rise;

The waves will fall

The dogs will grow] at us.

From “Songs for the Great Feast of the Dead” in American Indian Poetry
(1991).

The “voice” of the next four poems is that of the dying. Within these poems
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