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Everything is Sacred
Reflections on NAIITS Symposium: “Land & Place: Indigenous Perspectives in an Era
of Displacement”.
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Everything is
Sacred

Maybe the conversation I had with an indigenous couple from New Zealand sums it all
up. They invited me to sit with them. They wanted to get to know me and learn where I
felt at home. As they shared their story, he said until he became a Christian, he had not
known there was a distinction between the sacred and the secular. In his indigenous
spirituality, everything was sacred. We burst out laughing. I said, for me it is the other
way around. I am now learning that everything is sacred.
It is this learning that guides me in sharing these reflections on the NAIITS Symposium I
attended at Tyndale University in Toronto this past June. It was called “Land & Place:
Indigenous Perspectives in an Era of Displacement”.
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Opening ceremony at Tyndale Seminary

Standing on the hill at Tyndale University, part of a large circle of participants waiting for
the opening ceremony—an indigenous smudging ceremony—set the tone for the
symposium. I know little about indigenous ceremonies, but I understood that we were
calling into awareness the sacredness of this land, the land where others, indigenous
peoples, walked and lived off the bounty of the land. Our connection to the land and
gratitude for how the land sustains us was being recognised. It was also pointed out
how our treatment of the land has damaged creation and people, specifically indigenous
peoples, and ultimately hurt ourselves. The recognition that everything is sacred is
paramount in preserving God’s creation.

Each of the symposium’s three days started with a gathering song by a drumming
group, and most indigenous speakers had a drumming song to sing before they spoke,
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a song that belonged to their people, and helped ground the identity of the speaker. All
these songs were referred to as “Honour Song”. That seemed strange at first. Just
imagine if all the songs in our songbook were called “Honour Song”. But then the
meaning of the name sank in. Honour songs honour the creator, honour who we were
made to be, and honour each one of us. In other words, they express the ground rule
that everything is sacred.

Honour Song
"Let us greatly respect our
being L’nu (nativeness). My
people let us gather. Let us
greatly respect our native
roots. My people let us help
one another. Let us help one
another as Creator intended
when he put us on the earth.”
- Mi'kmaq

For example, the lyrics to an honour song of the Mi'kmaq translates to: "Let us greatly
respect our being L’nu (nativeness). My people let us gather. Let us greatly respect our
native roots. My people let us help one another. Let us help one another as Creator
intended when he put us on the earth.”
Audio of 20 sec honour song at symposium:
Honour Song

When I listen to an honour song it does something to me that goes beyond the
appreciation of good music. The drumming reverberates in my body and touches
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something inexplicable in me. This honour song is a group of people playing one huge
drum in unison. I feel solidity, comfort, strength, appreciation, and a sense of connection
with something greater than me. It was particularly powerful to witness the unity in
diversity that was that drumming circle. Different people from different groups and
different backgrounds were coming together as equals. This was a circle not a
hierarchy. The singing expresses the visceral joy of being together, unified, and strong.
It is not about performing for an audience. It is part of a sacred ritual that has provided
strength to indigenous peoples in life’s adversities for many centuries. Honour songs
are not unlike the songs we sing in church.
An honour song often ends in a joyous shout. Although it isn’t included in this recording,
after the shout, one of the singers remarked that this was a very good drum, and it had
come from a very good buffalo. The buffalo was acknowledged.

Everything is
Sacred

When I say “sacred”—as in "everything is sacred”—I don’t mean “set apart as separate”
or “inaccessible”. That’s not the indigenous understanding. It isn’t even that the sacred
cannot be used. We have to use it. But we must offer it the respect it deserves, and
there should never be unnecessary violence or destruction as we use it. The indigenous
idea of “sacred” means something more like “do not abuse”. Living with an awareness
that everything is sacred means seeking to live in harmony with it all, to live in
relationship with “all our relations”, to show gratitude for gifts received, and to give back.
If we try to understand the indigenous idea of “sacred” in terms of the idea of “holy”
expressed in the Hebrew Bible and foundational to Christianity, we might easily become
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confused. That’s because “holy” can seem to mean something like “do not touch”. In the
Hebrew Bible things and people that were “holy” were set apart, but in themselves they
were no different from other similar things. What made them holy was a special
relationship with God and the act of setting them apart made that relationship apparent
to everyone.
Turning to the New Testament and the coming of Jesus amongst us, the good news is
that God invites all into direct, personal relationship. There is no need for this
relationship to be mediated by anyone or anything else, no need for sacrifices, special
rituals, or even priests. In other words, each of us has a special relationship with God
and so each of us is holy. Holiness is not out there in the sky or safely locked up in
temples. Holiness is an everyday thing walking around down here on the ground. Jesus
said in Matthew 25:40 “Whenever you did one of these things to someone overlooked or
ignored, that was me—you did it to me”. (The Message).
The Hebrew Bible makes plain that all of creation is an expression of God: “God saw
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.” (Genesis 1:31a) In Psalm
19, the heavens declare the glory of God and there is no speech or language where the
voice of creation is not heard. And in the New Testament, Romans 1:20 says, “For since
the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature –
have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are
without excuse”. In other words, creation is not a secular matter. Creation is an
expression of God. Creation, too, is holy. And it is as true to say that creation is “sacred”
in pretty much the same sense as indigenous theologians use that word.
What would it mean to your heart and to yourself if this were true?
How would you treat the people around you?
How would you treat creation?
How would you move through life if you fully understood that everything was holy and
sacred?
How will you treat yourself knowing your connection with the divine?
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This understanding that all of creation is sacred is how I understand indigenous landbased spirituality. That is what it is all about. Therefore, to quote Ray Aldred, one of the
speakers at the Symposium “…the indigenous communal treaty identity is always
seeking to live in harmony with all things visible or invisible, physical and metaphysical,
and allows for a narrative that does not vilify the other”. If everything is sacred
“incarnation” is natural because the divine is found in all of creation. Having been
created by the divine, and being an expression of the divine, all of creation is related to
the divine. It is, therefore, sacred or holy.

The other thing I learned at the NAIITS Symposium is the indigenous understanding of
equality between the human and non-human creation. A reciprocal relationship between
humans and the rest of creation was emphasized. There was nothing about humans
being the crown of creation and thus about a hierarchy which places humans above the
rest of creation.
I am still searching, but I haven’t yet found any scripture confirming that humans are the
crown of creation or more important than the rest of creation. A quick internet search did
yield ample material claiming that man is the crown of creation—women, of course,
were not mentioned—but none of it was directly quoted scripture. It was all argued from
scripture. Some of the reasoning is quite funny, and doesn’t hold together. Most of it is
based on Genesis 1:26: “God said, “let us make man in our image, according to our
likeness and let them rule over the fish” etc. I’ll give you three examples.
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1. “Let us make man in our image” seems to be enough proof for some interpreters
to rule out the possibility that the rest of creation was also made in the image of
God. One of them does admit the problem that because God does not have a
physical body like humans, it must be qualities that make us similar to God.
Therefore, it seems reasonable to me to ask, how can we be sure that the rest of
creation does not share those qualities.
2. The other line of reasoning claims that man was created last and thus all of
creation must have been created for him to be enjoyed and ruled over. Of
course, it was, according to Genesis, woman who was created last, but that
opens up a can of worms that most male theologians might shrink from. In any
case, this kind of logic can work in two directions. Perhaps humans are the least
important part of creation because we were the afterthought. Nature certainly
does not need humans for it to function—just as it doesn’t need stewards—it is
the other way around.
3. There is an argument that man is more intelligent than animals, and that because
they cannot speak, or think in abstract ways, they cannot communicate with God.
How silly is that. Animals and plants have different kinds of communication,
animals do have intelligence, and some scientists argue that perhaps plants do
too. Plus, they can do lots of things that humans cannot. Just try to fly like an
eagle or make a living like the lion. Or, like a plant, survive in different seasons
and procreate when you are stuck in one place. When God gave Job a tour of
the cosmos, Job realized that he was not central to, or hierarchically related to,
any of it.
The claim that man is the crown of creation is an interpretation of scripture that has
driven a patriarchal, rule-over attitude, that has provided fuel and justification for
colonization, done unspeakable harm to creation, and is now endangering the
environmental niche that humans depend on. Maybe justice is coming in the form of
natural consequences.
Perhaps I am crazy, but I am thinking that indigenous spirituality is closer to scripture
than a lot of European interpretations of scripture. For example, an indigenous saying
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notes that it is not the one walking on the earth who is strong, but the earth who is
carrying those walking on her back. It reminds me of what Jesus told his disciples when
they had a kerfuffle over who would get the highest position. “Whoever wants to be a
leader among you must be your servant… For even the Son of Man came not to be
served but to serve others and give his life.” Matthew 20:25-28.
Where would we walk without the earth to walk upon?
How would we survive without the rest of creation?
Are we really more important than what gives us life?

I have always valued equality. Inequality feels intuitively wrong. Maybe that is why it so
attracted me when I learned about the indigenous concept of equality and a reciprocal
relationship with all of creation.
Danny Zacharias, an indigenous theologian speaking at the symposium, translates
Genesis 2:15 as follows: “Yahweh God took the human and settled him in the garden of
Eden to serve it and to conform to it”. Serve it and conform to it. Danny has
theological and linguistic reasons for thinking this is a more accurate translation from
the Hebrew than the ones we are used to, but those reasons are complex, and I won’t
go into them now.
What interests me is that Danny argues translations such as to till it, to work it, to
subdue it, to tend it, or to keep it, objectify and offer a view of land which only gives it
instrumental value. It is not something sacred in itself. It is something to be used for our
purposes. And this clearly fits better with the attitude of European settlers who had been
farmers for generations and saw this land simply as a new place to farm or extract
resources from. Danny’s translation of the text (“Yahweh God took the human and
settled him in the garden of Eden to serve it and to conform to it”) is in line with the
indigenous communal understanding that we are part of creation and must live in
reciprocal relationship and harmony with creation and its creator.
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Overall, I realized at the NAIITS Symposium that the issues indigenous people are
concerned about are not, at root, “indigenous problems”. They are “human problems”
that indigenous people are experiencing out of proportion to their demographic. We all
are threatened by developing problems consequent on the cultural assumptions that led
to and drove colonization. And those problems are inseparable from the traditional
Christian understanding of holiness and what is sacred.
“Saving our planet”—which actually means saving the environment we depend upon—is
a hot topic these days. But if fixing the ecological problems we have created is
motivated only out of self-preservation, it will be very temporary fixing at best.
“Salvation”, or saving the planet, needs to go deeper, needs to reach our hearts, needs
a recognition that everything is sacred, a willingness to live in relationship with it all, and
live in harmony and balance. An inflated sense of human importance, greed, and
oppression, all upset that balance. Balance requires equality. The recognition that
everything is sacred helps achieve that balance. It makes the receiving and the giving
holy.
In Mark 16:15 Jesus says: “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all of
creation”. God loves all of God’s creation. If the good news stops short of reaching the
non-human part of creation, then something is very incomplete.
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I went to the symposium fearing that I would feel guilty for being part of the dominant
culture and benefitting from privileges that harmed indigenous people before I was even
born. I went with a feeling of weight and despair at the magnitude of the problem,
feeling small, and wondering if it ever can be healed.
Once there, I felt welcomed, accepted, and given gifts of learning that deeply resonated
with me. The modeling of teaching with love, of speaking painful truths, and of revealing
understandings that have justified colonialism and oppression, have given me hope.
This is the gift I most want to share with you:
Everything is sacred.

Scripture Readings:

Job 38 New International Version (NIV)

The Lord Speaks

38 Then the Lord spoke to Job out of the storm. He said:
2 “Who

is this that obscures my plans

with words without knowledge?
3 Brace

yourself like a man;

I will question you,
and you shall answer me.
4 “Where

were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?

Tell me, if you understand.
5 Who

marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!

Who stretched a measuring line across it?
6 On

what were its footings set,

or who laid its cornerstone—
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7 while

the morning stars sang together

and all the angels[a] shouted for joy?
8 “Who

shut up the sea behind doors

when it burst forth from the womb,
9 when

I made the clouds its garment

and wrapped it in thick darkness,
10 when

I fixed limits for it

and set its doors and bars in place,
11 when

I said, ‘This far you may come and no farther;

here is where your proud waves halt’?
35 Do

you send the lightning bolts on their way?

Do they report to you, ‘Here we are’?
36 Who

gives the ibis wisdom[f]

or gives the rooster understanding?[g]
37 Who

has the wisdom to count the clouds?

Who can tip over the water jars of the heavens
38 when

the dust becomes hard

and the clods of earth stick together?
39 “Do

you hunt the prey for the lioness

and satisfy the hunger of the lions
40 when

they crouch in their dens

or lie in wait in a thicket?
41 Who

provides food for the raven

when its young cry out to God
and wander about for lack of food?
Job 39: 19-20, 26-27.
19 “Do

you give the horse its strength

or clothe its neck with a flowing mane?
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20 Do

you make it leap like a locust,

striking terror with its proud snorting?
26 “Does

the hawk take flight by your wisdom

and spread its wings toward the south?
27 Does

the eagle soar at your command

and build its nest on high?

42 Then Job replied to the Lord:
2 “I

know that you can do all things;

no purpose of yours can be thwarted.
3 You

asked, ‘Who is this that obscures my plans without knowledge?’

Surely I spoke of things I did not understand,
things too wonderful for me to know.

Reading: Psalm 19
For the director of music. A psalm of David.
1 The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.
2 Day after day they pour forth speech;
night after night they reveal knowledge.
3 They have no speech, they use no words;
no sound is heard from them.
4 Yet their voice[b] goes out into all the earth,
their words to the ends of the world.
In the heavens God has pitched a tent for the sun.
5

It is like a bridegroom coming out of his chamber,
like a champion rejoicing to run his course.

6 It rises at one end of the heavens
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and makes its circuit to the other;
nothing is deprived of its warmth.
7 The law of the Lord is perfect,
refreshing the soul.
The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy,
making wise the simple.
8 The precepts of the Lord are right,
giving joy to the heart.
The commands of the Lord are radiant,
giving light to the eyes.
9 The fear of the Lord is pure,
enduring forever.
The decrees of the Lord are firm,
and all of them are righteous.
10 They are more precious than gold,
than much pure gold;
they are sweeter than honey,
than honey from the honeycomb.
11 By them your servant is warned;
in keeping them there is great reward.
12 But who can discern their own errors?
Forgive my hidden faults.
13 Keep your servant also from willful sins;
may they not rule over me.
Then I will be blameless,
innocent of great transgression.
14 May these words of my mouth and this meditation of my heart
be pleasing in your sight,
Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer.
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Psalm 145:9
The Lord is good to all;
he has compassion on all he has made.
Psalm 36:5
Your love, O Lord, reaches to the heavens, your faithfulness to the skies.
Footnote: love encompasses all the realms of creaturely existence.
Genesis 1:31a
God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.
Romans 1:20
For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and
divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so
that men are without excuse.
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