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ABSTRACT 

FRANCES REANAE MCNEAL 

"SACRED ACTIVISM": THE INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL OF THIRTEEN 
INDIGENOUS GRANDMOTHERS 

MAY2012 

The International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers--composed of healers 

ranging in age from fifty-seven to eighty-six and located in Alaska; North, South, and 

Central America; Africa; and Asia--practice what they describe as "sacred activism" to 

counteract colonialism's negative impact on indigenous people, the inhabitants of our 

global community, and the earth. Through an analysis of The Grandmothers' words and 

actions, as well as recent scholarship on indigenous issues, I develop a theory of "sacred 

activism" and argue that this activism, grounded in a worldview of interrelatedness, can 

be utilized to bring about healing and develop what Gregory Cajete might describe as 

"cosmological reorientation" in our globaLcommunity. My goal is to demonstrate the 

important contributions The Grandmothers' sacred activism makes to contemporary life. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE BEGINNING OF THE COUNCIL OF THIRTEEN INDIGENOUS 

GRANDMOTHERS 

The words of indigenous elders have rarely been part of the discourse of 
"civil society" --we have instead been objectified. The experts are usually 
those schooled in W estem teachings, scientific logic, and Judeo-Christian 
theology .... What I know, in the least, is that [The International Council 
of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers'] words have immense power and 
connect me to a larger reality in which I, as a spiritual human being, have 
a place in history--they remind me that I live in both the material and 
spiritual worlds. That is the power of these teachings: we remember and 
revitalize our connections. And, from this set of relationships and 
teachings, we are able to care for our communities, whether this 
community has feet, wings, fins, roots, or paws. 

Winona LaDuke1 

I begin with this epigraph to emphasize the silencing and devaluation o( the 

voices and knowledge of indigenous2 elders. Winona LaDuke's statement reveals the 

necessity of The International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers' teachings 

to assist the global community in "remember[ing] and revitalizing our connections" (xi) 

so that we may care for all diverse comtimnities. Composed of healers ranging in age 

from fifty-seven to eighty-six and located in Africa, Asia, and the Americas (North, 

1 It's important to read Winona LaDuke's whole foreword in order to acquire a better understanding of the 
erasure of indigenous elders' voices from "civil society." LaDuke' s foreword also gives additional insight 
into The Grandmothers and the need for their wisdom today. 
2 I will be using the term "indigenous" throughout my pap.er, but I want to emphasize that this name also 
comes out of a eurocentric colonial naming system that labels those who are considered "other."As such, 
the label has become another means of stratifying indigenous people for continual ''justifiable" genocide. 
To read more about colonial naming see Ronald Wright's Author's Notes in Stolen Continents: 500 years 
of Conquest and Resistance in the Americas (vi-ix). 



South, and Central), The International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers 

practice what they describe as "sacred activism."3 They define their sacred activism as a 

twofold process: "We pray and take action." The sacred activism of The Grandmothers is 

a spiritually-based socially-engaged form of activism that strives for the betterment of all 

of creation. 

In this thesis, through an analysis of both The Grandmothers' words and actions 

and recent scholarship on indigenous issues, I argue that The Grandmothers' sacred 

activism, grounded in a worldview of interrelatedness, can be utilized to bring about 

healing. Moreover, I contend that this sacred activism can develop what Gregory Cajete 

might describe as "cosmological reorientation." As Cajete uses the term, "cosmological 

reorientation" represents a consciousness shift. In this way, "cosmological reorientation" 

redefines what has been considered the "natural order" of the universe. My go~l is to 

demonstrate the important contributions The Grandmothers' sacred activism makes to 

contemporary life; they are Nepantleras4 who engage in building bridges across 

differences while crossing borders that separate our beloved community5 from 

developing deep understanding of one another. 

3 For short biographies on the Grandmothers see Appendix I. . 
4 As I will explore in more detail in Chapter three, "Nepantlera" is a term Gloria Anzaldua coined to define 
a unique type of world-traveling, boundary-crossing spiritual activist. · · 
5 The term beloved community was first used in the twentieth century by Josiah Royce the philosopher 
theologian, who founded the Fellowship of Reconciliation. It was Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., a member of 
the Fellowship of Reconciliation who made the term popular. The beloved community represents a global 
vision where peace, justice, love, and non-violence would reign in the world making reconciliation possible 
among all people. In addition, this type of community to which King gave deeper meaning was one where 
an inclusive spirit of kinship would permeate the global community. 
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This thesis has three chapters. In this chapter I discuss The Council's background 

and situate it in indigenous peoples' prophecies and liberation struggles while examining 

issues of appropriation and The Council's erasure from academic scholarship. In Chapter 

Two, "Embracing a Worldview oflnterrelatedness," I discuss The Grandmothers' 

worldview and explore some of the ways it informs their sacred activism. By analyzing 

The Grandmothers' words and perspectives, I explore how their worldview of 

interrelatedness serves as the ideological force guiding their sacred activism. In Chapter 

Three, "Healing the Global Community," I discuss The Grandmothers as Nepantleras 

who through their sacred activism can bring about-a spiritual revolution. In addition, I 

demonstrate how they apply sacred activism practically through their involvement in 

social transformation. I reveal their concept of healing the global community. I show the 

impact that their sacred activism is having on the global community, and I conclude by 

emphasizing the viability of embracing The Grandmothers' model of sacred activism to 

assist in the healing of relationships, suffering, and historical wounds. 

I also intend to build on the theorizing traditions of a growing body of scholarly 

work that includes spirituality by indigenous women and women of colors. Some of these 

theorists include: AnaLouise Keating, Jacqui Alexander, Ines Hernandez-Avila, Leela 

Fernandes, Gloria Anzaldua, Irene Lara, and Cynthia Dillard. By grounding my research 

in this growing body of scholarly work, I can holistically take the opportunity_ to 

conceptualize The Grandmothers within indigenous cultural worldviews while 
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expounding on the necessary exploration of The Grandmothers' spiritual epistemology in 

my thesis. 

I do not take a conventional academic approach. Instead, I come to this work in 

the same sacred relational way expressed by Shawn Wilson in his important book 

Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. As Wilson asserts, "research is 

ceremony. The purpose of any ceremony is to build stronger relationships or bridge the 

distance between aspects of our cosmos and ourselves" (11 ). Ceremony creates the space 

to see our interconnectedness while coming into a deeper awareness of ourselves and our 

relations with others and the cosmos. In addition, ceremony takes us beyond surface 

appearances into a deeper realm of consciousness that allows us to recognize the complex 

commonalities that weave us together while creating in us the ability to see non-binary 

identities that constitute a "we consciousness." This type of ceremony allows us to 

transgress the status-quo stories that we have been told so that we can go beyond the 

constructed definition of Western selfhood. 

I intend to create a bridge that considers the complexities of The Grandmothers' 

world views while constructing a sacred space for a better understanding of First Nations 

peoples' worldviews. I also hope to produce a bridge that facilitates cross-cultural 

dialogue so that stronger relationships can be built in our scholarly and global community 

while exploring The Grandmothers' words and perspectives that can help us r~cognize 

the integral connections that we have between each other, ourselves, and the cosmos. As 

a Nepantlera I create through my research a space that will allow us to cross the many 
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borders that occupy our world so that we can gain better understanding and improve our 

relations on the planet. By generating this paper through the spirit of Nepantlera, I engage 

in a scholarly ritual of border crossing in hope that the global pain permeating our planet 

because of the oppressive issues that impact us all can be more deeply understood. In the 

spirit of Nepantlera I come to you with Gloria Anzaldua's salutation: "I meet you with 

my heart in my hand" (qtd. Sandoval, "After Bridge: Technologies of Crossing" 23). As a 

researcher I practice what Cora Weber-Pilwax describes as the three R's: "Respect, 

Reciprocity, and Relationality" (qtd. in Wilson 58). These three R's are imperative in 

conducting honorable research on The Grandmothers and their sacred activism. 

There are to date no conventional scholarly articles on The Grandmothers.6 

Consequently, I have drawn from nonacademic sources and from scholarly literature 

exploring more general issues, such as colonialism's impact on indigenous people, 

spiritual activism, and indigenous women's activism.7 These articles, books, CDs, films, 

and chapters became my point of entrance in formulating my thesis argument. The lack 

6 My February 2011 search of sixteen databases for articles on The International Council of Grandmothers 
confirms this lack of scholarly material. I examined_ the following databases: Google Scholar, Gender 
Watch, Gerritsen Collection- Women's History Online, 1543-1945, JSTOR, Project Muse, SocINDEX 
with full text, Women and Social Movements Scholar's Edition, Women's Studies International, Political 
Science Complete, Research Starters Sociology, World Cat, Religion and Philosophy Collection, 
Springerlink: Humanities, Social Science, and Law, Public Affairs Index, World History Collection, 
.Dissertations Abstracts Online and ProQuest Digital Dissertation.s and EThOS. 
7 I examined the following representative texts: Transforming Feminist Practice: Non-Violence, Social 
Justice, and the Possibilities of a Spiritualized Feminism by Leela Fernandes, The American Indian Mind in 
a Linear World: American Indian Studies and Traditional Knowledge by Donald L. Fixico, Red Pedagogy: 
Native American Social and Political Thought by Sandy Grande, and Pedagogies of Crossing Meditations 
on Feminism, Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred by Jacqui M. Alexander. In addition, for non
scholarly texts see Jyoti Prevatt's chapter "Prayer in Action" in Spirit of a Woman: Stories to Empower and 
Inspire as well as Jyoti Prevatt's and Ann Rosencranz's chapter "The Grandmothers Speak" in Hope 
Beneath Our Feet, Restoring Our Place in the Natural World 
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of scholarly material on The Grandmothers indicates that they are not viewed as an 

integral part of academic and public discourse which is why the research is so necessary. 

The Grandmothers' absence from scholarly discourse is perhaps not surprising, given the 

fact that scholars have not yet fully explored or even acknowledged the invaluable 

contributions Indigenous women elders can make to scholarly and public discourse on the 

problems that we face as a global community. 8 

The erasure of Indigenous elders' voices from Euro-western culture's public and 

scholarly discourse has kept us as a global community from benefitting from our oldest 

forms of knowledge and wisdom which could assist us in resolving our serious global 

problems, such as war, poverty, and the environmental crisis that threatens the survival of 

our planet. This removal has hindered the valuable contributions that indigenous elders 

can make to the global community. The inclusion of Indigenous elders can brin_g to light 

the continued liberation struggle of Indigenous people globally and heal the global 

community so that we can begin to engage in serious cross-cultural understanding that 

will allow us to more holistically address pressing global issues that we face. 

The acknowledgement of Indigenous elders' voices in public and scholarly 

discourse can begin to heal the breaches in Eurocentric knowledge production and heal 

the wounds caused by the many violations against Indigenous people. The research on 

The Grandmothers is of the utmost importance if we are to begin formulating . 

inclusionary answers that take into account everyone in the global community. Their 

8 Winona LaDuke discusses this issue in her foreword to Schaefer's Grandmothers Counsel the World. 
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wisdom and ways of being in the world can play a vital role to help create more life

sustaining relationships that will assist in our collective survival. 

The Grandmothers are traditional healers who see themselves first and foremost 

as women of prayer. As spiritual leaders they have been recognized in their local 

communities and also nationally and internationally. The Grandmothers see their global 

alliance birthed out of the Spirit World. As Grandmother Agnes (the chosen 

spokesperson for The Grandmothers and the oldest Grandmother) points out: "From the 

getgo, this council originated from the Spirit World. Every one of us has been called. 

Through our prayers, we can touch the hearts of the people .... Our prayers can be 

brought from the four comers of the world for this work" (The International Council of 

Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers, "Grandmother Agnes Baker-Pilgrim Takelma Siletz 

USA, North America"). The Grandmothers' recognition of their council's origin in the 

Spirit World and their service on the council as a "calling" confirms their spiritual 

epistemology and deep commitment to their mission. In addition, their acknowledgement 

of prayer as a powerful force of change extends the transformative potential in their 

vision, taking it far beyond what they physically can do to complete their mission 

towards the unlimited potential of their prayers to make change. 

Significantly; The Grandmothers come from diverse social, cultural, racial, 

spiritual, geographical, linguistic, and religibus locations. The Grandmothers'. diversity 

plays a critical role in their inclusionary vision which I will describe later in this thesis. 

Because The Grandmothers work together across their diversity while simultaneously 

7 



honoring their distinct traditions, they illustrate and are able to readily enact their 

inclusionary vision. Despite their many differences, The Grandmothers share important 

commonalities, including a respect for all life forms. We see this respect reflected in their 

mission statement, where they express their deepest concerns: 

We represent a global alliance of prayer, education and healing for our 

Mother Earth, all Her inhabitants, all the children, and for the next seven 

generations to come. We are deeply concerned with the unprecedented 

destruction of our Mother Earth and the destruction of indigenous ways of 

life. We believe the teachings of our ancestors will light our way through 

an uncertain future. We look to further our vision through the realization 

of projects that protect our diverse cultures: lands, medicines, language 

and ceremonial ways of prayer and through projects that educate_ and 

nurture our children. (The International Council) 

The mission statement also demonstrates The Grandmothers' inclusive vision, seen both 

in their commitment to all inhabitants of the earth and the earth itself, as well as their 

respect for a variety of traditional ways. · 

Formed in October 2004, The Grandmothers' Council's first gathering was 

initiated by Jeneane Prevatt (Jyoti), a white woman from the Turtle Island/North 

America. Prevatt is the director of The Center for Sacred Studies, a non-profit ~hose 

mission is to sustain indigenous ways of life through cross-cultural education. Through 

her many years ofleaming from indigenous people globally, Prevatt had established 
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relationships with them and in 2003 sent invitations to sixteen indigenous women elders 

to take part in a Grandmothers' Council meeting. Only thirteen of these indigenous 

women elders accepted. The Grandmother's Council includes Agnes Baker-Pilgrim 

(Turtle Island/USA), Margaret Behan (Turtle Island/USA), Rita Pitka Blumenstein 

(Alaska, Turtle Island/USA), Aama Bombo (Buddhi Maya Lama) (Nepal), Julieta 

Casimiro (Mexico), Flordemayo (Nicaragua, New Mexico), Maria Alice Campos Freire 

(Brazil), Tsering Dolma Gyaltong (Tibet), Clara Shinobu Iuro (Brazil), Beatrice Long 

Visitor Holy Dance ( Turtle Island/USA), Rita Long Visitor Holy Dance ( Turtle 

lsalnd/USA), Mona Polacca (Turtle Island/USA), and Bernadette Rebienot (Gabon, 

Africa).9 

Prevatt was prompted to send out these invitations by visions she received of a 

Grandmother's Council. As she explains, 

a woman ... called "Our Lady" appeared ... in a vision and presented the 

community [Prevatt's spiritual community called Kayumari in California] 

with a mission. Our Lady said "I am going to hand you a basket. In it are 

some of my most precious jewels. They are lines of prayer that go back to 

the original times. You are not to mix them or change them. You are to 

protect them and keep them safe. Bring them through the doorway of the 

millennia and hand them back to me, for I have something I.am .going to 

do." ( qtd. Schaefer 211) 

9 For further information see appendix I 
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This vision taught Prevatt that she would play a significant role in gathering indigenous 

grandmothers (the jewels) from different parts of the world. Notably, one of the precious 

jewels that Our Lady spoke of in the vision was recognized by Prevatt as being Iboga, a 

traditional healing plant for Gabon, Africa. lboga is protected and honored by the 

Pygmies, the original people of Gabon which is Grandmother Bernadette's10 people. 

After Prevatt received this vision, others in her spiritual community of Kayumari 

begin to hear the prompting of an inner voice. They also heard prophecies saying "When 

the Grandmothers speak, the door of unity will open to us all" (Schaefer 212). Not too 

long after these events begin to happen, Prevatt traveled to Gabon, Africa, with her 

children and a friend, Ann Rosencranz, to seek advice from Grandmother Bernadette, 

who enthusiastically confirmed that she was having the same vision about a 

Grandmothers' Council. Grandmother Bernadette encouraged Prevatt to put her_ vision 

into motion (Schaefer 212). Significantly, Grandmother Bernadette had recently signed a 

letter that could be seen as supporting Dr. Prevatt's vision. She and Peruvian shamans 

who worked with ayahuasca (a medicine plant) had signed a letter in solidarity "claiming 

their rights as indigenous people to be guardians of the planet" (Schaefer 212). 11 Prevatt 

then traveled to South America to see her friends and family. While in South America, 

Prevatt met with Grandmother Maria Alice Campos Freire (currently on The 

Grandmothers' Council) and learned that Grandmother Maria Alice Campos Freire sent a 

1° Currently Grandmother Bernadette is a member and initiator of the council. 
11 To read more about the Gathering of the Grandmothers read the Appendix: The Story Behind the First 
Gathering of the Grandmothers Council in Grandmothers Counsel the World: Women Elders Offer their 
Vision for Our Planet by Carol Schaefer. 
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very similar letter as Grandmother Bernadette's. 12 Prevatt was really moved after 

receiving another confirmation to go forward with the vision. These events support The 

Grandmothers' belief that their council was birthed through vision, prophecies, and 

relations that are grounded in spirit. 

Significantly, hundreds of years of prophecies by indigenous people and other 

people from throughout the world indicated that at a critical time when the world most 

needed them, a Grandmothers' Council would come together to light the way for 

humanity's collective survival. 13 The Grandmothers believe that these prophecies drew 

them together across their diverse geographical locations so that they could share their 

traditional wisdom and thus contribute to our collective survival. 14 This wisdom includes 

their healing practices, peacemaking, prayer, ceremony, and teachings about the ancient 

ways of being. While it goes beyond the purview of this thesis to explore these 

prophecies, I want to acknowledge their importance to The Grandmothers' work. 

In order to carry out her vision, Prevatt raised $250,000 to finance The 

Grandmothers' first gathering. These funds were used for The Grandmothers and a 

selected group of western women elders' travel, housing, and honorariums, as well as 

housing three hundred conference participants. The knowledge of these prophecies 

12 The letter that Grandmother Bernadette had signed was with si~ tribes from the Jura region of the 
Amazon. . 
13 Schaefer writes, "It was at the time of the holocaust of the native peoples of the Americas when the 
prophecy about the return of the Grandmothers was revealed to a few, and then the story grew so the people 
could have hope and prepare" (I 15-16). It is important to read Schaefer's chapter on "Prophecies" to gain a 
better understanding of the historical nature of the prophecies on The Grandmothers (115-30). 
14 Schaefer writes, "Prophecy revealed to each one [The Grandmothers] that they must now share even their 
most secret and sacred ways with the very people who have been their oppressors, as the survival of 
humanity, if not the entire planet, is at stake" ( 4 ). 
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played a vital role in prompting people from diverse communities to volunteer to work 

and financially support this first gathering. The fundraising, which included personal 

fundraising and grants, took two years. The first meeting of The Grandmothers took place 

from October 11 to October 17, 2004, in Phoenicia, New York, the land of the Iroquois 

Confederacy. 

Notably, this event created the foundation for The Grandmothers' mission. During 

this first gathering, The Grandmothers chose to formalize their global alliance under the 

umbrella of The Center of Sacred Studies as their fiscal sponsor. The Grandmothers' 

endeavors continue to be funded by The Grandmothers' donation fund, store where they 

receive 75% of the profits from their book and film, speaking events, internet courses, 

and multiple foundations. 

In the seven years since this Council was formed, The Grandmot_hers ha".'e been 

involved in a transnational movement designed to bring about world peace through their 

sacred activism. Various members of The Grandmothers' Council travel throughout the 

world doing public prayers, teaching, healing, and educating while creating cross-cultural 

and cross-generational dialogue. They meet in each other's homelands as a council twice 

a year and burn what they refer to as a "sacred fire" for seven days as they pray for world 

peace, perform ceremonies, and teach their traditional wisdom to the participants who 

attend their gatherings. In 2011, The Grandmothers are undertaking a global tqur called 

"For the Next Seven Generations Timeless Message" and have been presenting together 

as a council, in groups of two to four, and as individuals at gatherings and conferences. 

12 



Notably, The Grandmothers have been presented in a book, a film, and internet 

courses. Published in 2006, Carol Schaefer's Grandmothers Counsel the World: Women 

Elders Offer Their Vision for Our Planet has been translated into seven different 

languages. The 2009 documentary For the Next Seven Generations which focuses on 

their travels and sacred activism, is being shown globally. The Grandmothers have been 

featured in a six-week internet course called "The Wisdom of The Grandmothers" 

presented by The Shift Network. Through these multi-media outlets The Grandmothers 

are spreading their message. 

The historical and contemporary appropriation and misrepresentation of 

indigenous wisdom, knowledge systems, and spirituality have been founded in white 

supremacy, imperialism, and domination. Linda Tuhiwai Smith makes a similar point 

when she states, "It appalls us [Indigenous People] that the West can desire, ext~act and 

claim ownership and then simultaneously reject the people who created and developed 

those ideas and seek to deny them further opportunities to be creators of their own culture 

and own nations" (1 ). Although this insidious appropriation has caused a violently 

destructive impact on indigenous people~ it has been normalized in the West under the 

guise of a false sense of entitlement authorizing the theft of indigenous people's ideas and 

the violation of indigenous people's right to self-determination. This false entitlement is 

grounded in an epistemological arrogance tliat has undermined the West's resp~ctable 

relations with indigenous people. 

13 



The appropriation and misrepresentation of indigenous peoples includes theft of 

ancient homelands, medicinal herbal treatments (patented by corporations), sacred 

ceremonies, and ancient rituals. As Ines Hernandez-Avila explains in her discussion of 

the many forms appropriation and misrepresentation of Indigenous peoples takes, 

The appropriation of Native American spirituality relies on the 

romanticization (and objectification) of indigenous peoples. Those who 

appropriate ignore the humanity, complexity and intellect of Native 

peoples, just as they ignore the history of oppression that has been the 

experience of Native peoples, in relation to the United States government 

and "mainstream" society. (qtd. in Irwin 26) 

Hernandez-Avila illustrates just how appropriation works to objectify indigenous people. 

She also goes on to highlight how indigenous people's humanity and his_tory of 

oppression is ignored in appropriation. 

It is especially crucial that the issue of appropriation be addressed when 

conducting ethical research on Indigenous people. Too often the historical and 

contemporary ramifications of Eurocentric knowledge production have served as 

epistemological terrorism taking many forms, including violation, land theft, cultural 

annihilation, and genocide of indigenous people. The appropriation and misrepresentation 

of indigenous ways of being grounded in a colonial history of white supremacy, has led 

to oppression, physical/psychic/spirit murder, erasure, division, destruction of languages, 

pencil/spiritual/cultural/physical genocide, and outright land theft of whole continents 
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from Indigenous people. Relatedly, indigenous spirituality has been used by many white 

women in the feminist movement as a means to perpetuate their own agenda while 

erasing indigenous communities. As Andrea Smith points out: 

The New Age movement has sparked a new interest in Native American 

traditional spirituality among white women who claim to be feminists. 

Indian spirituality, with its respect for nature and the interconnectedness of 

all things, is often presented as panacea for all individual and global 

problems. Not surprisingly, many white "feminists" see the opportunity to 

make a profit from this new craze .. :. [T]hey sell books and records that 

supposedly describe Indian traditional practices so that you, too, can be 

Indian. On the surface, it may appear that this new craze is based on 

respect for Indian spirituality. In fact, The New Age movement is.part of a 

very old story of white racism and genocide against Indian people. ("For 

All Those Who Were Indian in Another Life" 168) 

I have quoted this passage in its entirety because Smith illustrates just how insidious 

appropriation and misrepresentation of Indigenous peoples' spirituality can be. As Smith 

notes some white feminists have romanticized "Indianness" to make money. 

This appropriation of spirituality can be horrific. Jocks makes a similar point 

when he explains, "these ceremonies and the ·knowledge they express are like our skin. 

That's how close to us they are. When people we don't know, or people we do, pretend to 

use these ceremonies away from their proper setting, it really is like stealing the 'skin off 
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our backs'" ( 66). In essence, this type of practice is another form of genocide and land 

theft that perpetuates itself through the dominant logic that "there is nothing that 

indigenous people have that we are not entitled to." In this practice, indigenous people 

must continue to disappear (being killed through physical, psychic, emotional, and 

systematic violence) in order for 'justifiable" land theft to take place while their claim of 

sovereignty is undermined. The colonial domination over the cosmology of indigenous 

people is used to control and articulate the parts that can be romantically accepted by 

white imaginings while the normalization of the genocide of indigenous people stays 

firmly in place. 

While some might argue that The Grandmothers' willingness to share from their 

indigenous traditions facilitates yet another, contemporary form of appropriation, I would 

argue that The Grandmothers' work counters and works to heal these egregious practices. 

Indeed, The Grandmothers address long-standing issues of oppression in indigenous 

communities throughout the world for the sake of our survival as a people. They see and 

educate others to recognize the integral connections between the violation of the earth 

and the violation of indigenous people due to the perpetuation of an imperialistic 

economy. These correlations are necessary for understanding the multiple layers of 

oppression that impact the survival of indigenous communities. John A. Grim makes a 

similar point about the survival of indigenous people when he explains, "As an .approach 

derived from the politics of recognition, community survival engenders an awareness that 

the assaults on global indigenous peoples and on the life of the earth are directly related 
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to the historical genocide of American Indian peoples as well as to the international 

economy of corporate imperialism" ( 48). Connecting the global assault of indigenous 

peoples, the sanctity of the earth, genocide, and the imperialistic corporate economy, The 

Grandmothers' sacred activism positions them as proliferators, not appropriators, of 

knowledge through the sharing of their teachings. 

I want to underscore the difference between the appropriation and proliferation of 

knowledge. I borrow this distinction from Gloria Anzaldua. As Anzaldua explains, "The 

difference between appropriation and proliferation [ of indigenous peoples, cultures, and 

knowledges] is that the first steals and banns; the second helps heal breaches of 

knowledge" ("haciendo caras" xxi). As Anzaldua notes, appropriation is a form of theft 

that damages (indeed, sometimes destroys) indigenous peoples. Unlike appropriation, 

proliferation represents a respectful type of interaction that increases indigenou~ 

presence, healing the breaches that have perpetuated status-quo stories at the expense of 

indigenous people. This type of knowledge production heals; it expands understanding 

and opens up a space to heal the ways that Indigenous knowledge has been used as a 

commodity, appropriated, and severed from the bodies and the liberation struggles of the 

people who have given birth to it. 

Across the globe indigenous people face grave issues as they struggle for survival. 

As the Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues asserts, 

The situation of indigenous peoples in many parts of the world continues 

to be critical: indigenous peoples face systemic discrimination and 
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exclusion from political and economic power; they continue to be over

represented among the poorest, the illiterate, the destitute; they are 

displaced by wars and environmental disasters; the weapon of rape and 

sexual humiliation is also turned against indigenous women for the ethnic 

cleansing and demoralization of indigenous communities; indigenous 

peoples are dispossessed of their ancestral lands and deprived of their 

resources for survival, both physical and cultural; they are even robbed of 

h . . h 1·c: is t eir very ng t to 11e. 

The Grandmothers in their sacred activism address genocide, atrocities, legalized 

injustices, cultural and spiritual preservation, extreme poverty, and the protection of the 

lands of indigenous people. In short, they use their agency as a means to extend the issues 

that indigenous communities face to a global platform. Even as The Grandmoth~rs travel 

globally practicing their sacred activism, many of them still lack access to essential 

comforts, technologies, and basic services. As Grandmother Beatrice notes, "I don't have 

much. I have running water, but it isn't good. I have mold growing there, and it's getting 

pretty bad. I've been trying to get the housing authority to help me, but nobody helps me" 

(qtd. in Schaefer 67). The Grandmothers' situations exemplify indigenous people's 

oppressive realities which continue to create the on-going fight for liberation through a 

Pan-Indigenous movement. 

15 For more information read the United Nations Report State of the World's Indigenous People. 
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The Grandmothers draw connections between their oppression as Indigenous 

people and the preservation of their cultural and spiritual traditions to the need for their 

sacred activism. They see their ancient ways of knowing as vital not only to the survival 

oflndigenous peoples but also to global survival more generally. As they assert in their 

Council statement, "We come together to uphold the practice of our ceremonies and 

affirm the right to use plant medicines free of legal restriction. We come together to 

protect the lands where our peoples live and upon which our cultures depend, to 

safeguard the collective heritage of traditional medicines, and to defend the Earth 

Herself' (qtd. Schaefer 2). The Grandmothers' belief in these rights for the well-being of 

Indigenous people and the "Earth Herself' (2) seem to be tied to their implementation of 

sacred activism in the world. 

To be sure, The Grandmothers' decision to share the secret wisdom and 

knowledge from their traditions is unprecedented given the long standing practice of 

appropriation of indigenous wisdom, knowledge systems, and spirituality as well as the 

misrepresentation of Indigenous people. In the first meeting where the alliance was 

formed, The Grandmothers made a decision to share their collective wisdom, including 

"each tribe's unique and secret teachings for living within the Divine order of all things" 

(Schaefer 4). One must ask "why would The Grandmothers be willing to give their secret 

wisdom at this time to the same people who- continue to oppress and commit g~nocide on 

Indigenous people?" We are living in a crucial time where our collective survival is at 

stake with event~ happening worldwide such as global warming, wars, poverty, and 
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environmental chaos. As Carol Schaeffer explains, "Prophecy revealed to each one [The 

Grandmothers] that they must now share even their most secret and sacred ways with the 

very people who have been their oppressors, as the survival of humanity, if not the entire 

planet, is at stake" (4). The prophecy's urgency and revelation of the prophecy has guided 

them to share their collective wisdom at this time for the sake of our survival as a global 

community. 

Notably, The Grandmothers' willingness to share their traditional wisdom is not 

an invitation to white feminists and others to appropriate and distort indigenous wisdom 

in this way. The Grandmothers Council intentionally shares indigenous knowledge and 

wisdom with non-indigenous peoples. While some might argue that this sharing leads to 

the type of brutal, disrespectful appropriation which has occurred for centuries, I would 

argue that The Grandmothers chose to share their collective wisdom, Indigenous 

traditions, and practices for the sake of our global survival due to the extreme violation of 

the earth and relations in our world community such as the decimation of the rain forests, 

the extreme pollution, and the removal and killing of contemporary uncontacted 

indigenous tribes from their land. Given the urgency of our current situation, this 

willingness to share sacred teachings and indigenous perspectives is crucial. As Daniel R. 

Wildcat points out: · 

Life, in the broadest sense, on Earth can ill afford the lif eways ~d 

worldview increasingly marketed around the world. Given the catastrophe 

humankind and our ecological relatives now face, after centuries of human 
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efforts to make the natural world fit us, it is realistic, not romantic in a 

Rousseauian sense, to look circumspectly at cultures that fit the unique 

environments of their homelands. (62) 

These dire circumstances have led The Grandmothers to choose to openly share with the 

world community the wisdom from their traditions while simultaneously bringing 

attention to the fight for survival of indigenous people worldwide who have this wisdom. 

In fact, like The Grandmothers I seek to create a "sacred space" of cross-cultural 

dialogue in this thesis that will plant a seed towards healing appropriation's deadly 

impact on our communities as indigenous people. I·also seek to help repair the breaches 

of knowledge while exposing the insidious obsession by dominant culture to possess the 

lands and resources of indigenous people so that real cross-cultural dialogue can take 

place. In this way, we as a beloved global community can move forward by 

acknowledging our histories of pain, woundedness, and desolation through the lens of 

forgiveness and peace in the context of an inhumane social order. By so doing, 

accountability can be taken for the misperceptions, violence, cruelty, violation, and theft 

that has taken place in the beloved community which has caused dishannony and chaos 

between people groups, non-humans, and the earth. As Grandmother Bernadette notes, 

"One way to look at our problems, whatever they may be ... is to know that we walk 

with a cane in life. 'Why a cane?' 'Because •it is the law of life that each one o( us has 

something in our heart, so that we are all the sanie no matter how else it appears.' The 

cane teaches us that on the other side of pain and suffering is compassion and 
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understanding" ( qtd. in Schaefer 141 ). By doing the work that is necessary to deal with 

the devastating and crippling impact of relationships grounded in white supremacy, 

imperialism, domination, and colonialism, we can reach a place of understanding and 

compassion to move forward while attempting to right and heal the wrongs that continue 

to be done. 

I am aware that serious cross-cultural dialogue requires mutual respect and 

acknowledgement; each party must recognize the other's value as collaborators in 

understanding and creating more viable relationships and ways of being in the world by 

working through the honest, painful, and difficult discourses that must take place for 

transformation to happen. The party who has positioned itself in a superior way must be 

willing to readjust their positioning, listen deeply, and prepare for an intense dialogue 

that questions their positionality and the impact of their actions while ultimately being 

willing to release their reign of power and work adamantly towards a just society. They 

must divest from their privileged identities so that they can adequately engage in cross

cultural dialogue. Without this willingness, it becomes another empty dialogue where the 

non-dominant culture is designated once again to "other" and another form of 

victimization takes place. 

Deep listening will be essential in this endeavor if we are to understand the 

intertwining of our complex histories as we ·sit at the table of scholarly discour~e on these 

matters that have impacted us all. As AnaLouise Keating in her "Listening with Raw 

Openness," handout explains, "Deep listening entails vulnerability and flexibility. When 
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we're vulnerable, we can be open to others' perspectives and willing to acknowledge the 

possibility of error. Vulnerability can facilitate transformation." Keating acknowledges 

the vulnerability and flexibility that takes place when we engage in deep listening; 

through these characteristics we have the potential to be open to other perspectives while 

recognizing that errors can take place. More importantly, she leaves us with the hope of 

transformation when we dare to practice deep listening. This potential transformative 

space that deep listening allows us to enter into may well be the bridge to honoring, 

understanding, and taking into consideration the possibilities of realities and worldviews 

that are different than our own. 
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CHAPTER II 

EMBRACING A WORLDVIEW OF INTERRELATEDNESS 

Everything is sacred ... And at the seed of everything is relations. That 
anyone is really separate from anyone else or anything that is happening in 
the world is an illusion ... This is true for all the kingdoms of nature, as 
well as for humanity. Every time a tree is felled in the Amazon, a tree in 
Africa responds. 

The Grandmothers 16 

I begin with this epigraph to emphasize The Grandmothers' belief in the 

interrelatedness of all living beings and our profound connections with each other. The 

Grandmothers illustrate our global connections as they give an example of how a felled 

tree in the Amazon impacts a tree in Africa. By highlighting the tree community, The 

Grandmothers demonstrate our integral connections across geographical locations while 

confirming that they believe these connections to be true in nature. Notably, their 

statement also contains an underlying theme of ethical responsibility to all living beings. 

The Grandmothers' emphasis on everything being sacred and interconnected 

demonstrates their deep value for all living beings. This type of value system that The 

Grandmothers' embrace facilitates taking responsibility for what happens to all living 

beings in the world since what happens to each of us impacts all of us collectively. 

In this chapter, I will argue that The Grandmothers' world view of 

interrelatedness, grounded in connectionist thinking, serves as the ideological force 

16 Please see Grandmothers Counsel the World: Women Elders Offer their Vision/or Our Planet. 
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guiding their sacred activism. This worldview enables The Grandmothers to create 

holistic paradigms of transformation for social change, as well as enact a cosmological 

reorientation, which insists that all living beings are to be respected because they are 

interconnected. The International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers' 

interrelated worldview derives from connectionist thinking which I will explain in the 

following section. 

Connectionist thinking views the world as an integral web of relationships that 

exist between all living beings. Connectionist thinking is relational, non-judgmental, 

holistic, and visionary. When we use connectionist thinking, we perceive commonalities 

across differences. The Grandmothers illustrate this connectionist thinking in my 

epigraph to this chapter, in their assertion that to perceive that anyone or anything is 

separate is illusory. Their connectionist framework posits that "at the seed of eyerything 

is relations." This relational seed that is foundational to everything serves as a point of 

commonality that encompasses our connections with each other. This collective 

commonality reveals The Grandmothers' recognition of a kinship shared by all living 

beings. Anzaldua makes a similar point when she explains, "[T]he 'connectionist' 

faculty ... show[ s] the deep common ground and interwoven kinship among all things 

and people" ("now let us shift" 68). The connectionist faculty allows the world to be 

understood from a "common ground" (68) in which kinship can be seen betw~en 

everything without ignoring our differences. While this "common ground" exists, it is 

not based on an erasure of each living being's uniqueness but in fact this common 
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ground is a non-oppositional identity category that allows differences to not be seen in 

opposition to each other but instead recognized as significant points of connections to 

this common ground. 

Significantly, connectionist thinking delves into a deeper level of understanding 

of the world that goes beyond rigid categories, surface appearances, and divisive 

thinking. This connectionist thinking enables us to recognize ( and perhaps even create) 

complex points of commonalities across our differences while transgressing the divisive 

thinking that puts the world in rigid categories based on surface realities. By movin$ 

beyond these characteristics that serve as walls to recognizing our integral connections 

(kinship), we are able to shift toward collective healing. As AnaLouise Keating points 

out: "Connectionist thinking is visionary, relational, and holistic. When we view 

ourselves and each other from a connectionist perspective, we look beneath sur~ace 

judgments, rigid labels, and other divisive ways of thinking; we seek commonalities and 

move toward collective healing" (Transformative Teaching 2). By perceiving the world 

from our points of connections instead of our divisions we are able to heal from the 

divisive ways that we have viewed ourselves and each other. In essence we are able to 

shift our consciousness to understanding our kinship with one another so we can have 

more viable and healthy relationships. Through viewing the world from a connectionist 

framework we can begin to collectively heal from the ways that relationships qave been 

based on surface judgments and rigid labels thafhave kept us from seeing the value and 

sacredness in all life forms. This collective healing can help us as a beloved community 
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to mend the wounds of mind/body/emotion/spirit splits that have caused us not to see 

ourselves and others in our full dimensions as living beings. 

As Keating notes, a connectionist perspective has four important attributes: First, 

it includes the ability to see in a deeper way what goes beyond surface judgment. 

Connectionist thinking allows us to recognize the complexities and uniqueness of each 

living being while staying away from the stereotypes and rigid labels that keep us from 

seeing things holistically. Second, a connectionist perspective moves beyond a rigid 

labeling system that creates separateness in the global community and allows "othering" 

to take place. Grandmother Agnes demonstrates this connectionist perspective in her 

event Water Healing~Healing the Water (Switzerland July 21-24, 2011) when she 

speaks about the present environmental crisis and how we can relate in loving ways to 

all living beings and our planet. She explaines that we can work to heal the wa~er and 

the creatures in it through rituals of passage. In this way, Grandmother Agnes 

demonstrates the need to value all of creation. In this connectionist reality there is no 

"other" because of the deep value and kinship that is seen as a thread flowing through 

everything. Third, a connectionist perspective offers an alternative to the divisive 

thinking that creates splits in mind, body, emotions, and spirit while not allowing us to 

fully experience ourselves, others, and the world that we live in because everything is 

filtered through a divided lens. Fourth, a connectionist perspective seeks comµionalities. 

I want to especially emphasize this fourth characteristic where a desire is developed to 

make connections based on commonality while not ignoring our differences. 
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The Grandmothers' connectionist thinking includes the ability to perceive the 

world in a relational and holistic way. Their thought process is flexible and does not 

define things according to rigid categories, labels, divisions, and surface judgments. 

Grandmother Rita Pitka Blumenstein illustrates connectionist thinking when she asserts, 

"I had a vision the ancestors told us to heal the world. When we heal ourselves, we also 

heal our ancestors, our grandmothers, our grandfathers, and our children. When we heal 

ourselves, we also heal mother earth" (The Shift Network, The Wisdom of the 

Grandmothers). Grandmother Rita's statement illustrates her vision of self-healing as 

automatically connected to the healing of ancestors, grandmothers, grandfathers, 

children, and the earth. Grandmother Rita presents a non-linear view of history where 

past, present, and future are interwoven. Time and space are intertwined from the 

spiritual to the natural world. She connects ancestors, people, and the earth as having 

integral connections while defining a "self-hood" that is communalistic. This self-hood 

impacts and is impacted by diverse living beings through a thread of kinship linking 

them across time, space, and physical forms. Through connectionist thinking The 

Grandmothers are able to see how all living beings are impacted by the wounds of 

social injustice, while recognizing what Anzaldua describes as a "common ground" 

where collective healing can take place through the recognition of our integral 

connections. The Grandmothers perceive this common ground to be the sacre~ seed of 

relations which is the spirit of creation that flows through everything connecting each 

living being through a thread of kinship. 
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Notably, it is necessary to recognize that The Grandmothers' worldview of 

interrelatedness is connected to a larger, deeper, ancient way of perceiving the world 

that has been foundational to our planet's history. The connectionist perspective, 

grounded in The Grandmothers' worldview of interrelatedness, could help to implement 

what Gregory Cajete might describe as a "cosmological reorientation." This 

cosmological orientation consists of a shift in consciousness that recognizes the 

interrelatedness of all beings on the planet. As Gregory Cajete explains, 

The accumulated knowledge of the remaining indigenous groups around 

the world represents an ancient body- of thought, experience, and action 

that, if honored and preserved as a vital storehouse of environmental 

wisdom, can form the basis for evolving the kind of cosmological 

reorientation that is so desperately needed. (281) 

Cajete points out that Indigenous people have an ancient body of wisdom that 

must be acknowledged if we are to have a cosmological reorientation. Over thousands 

of years, Indigenous peoples, through their close relationships with the earth, have 

developed important knowledges, insights, and wisdoms which could contribute 

significantly to helping us (The whole planet) reassess and restructure our lives in more 

life sustaining ways. In addition, Indigenous peoples can help to formulate ways to 

assist in dealing with the global environmehtal crisis that threatens our plane(s survival 

through their astute understanding and relationship with the earth. This cosmological 
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reorientation can come through the spreading of previously-neglected indigenous 

wisdom. 

The Grandmothers' concept of community includes humans, land, animals, 

spirits, plants, the material world, and the spiritual world. This understanding of kinship 

brings everything into intimate relations. According to The Grandmothers, community is 

based on the understanding that we are all family and valuable. As The Grandmothers 

explain, "The human race and all of nature are really one great family .... Just as for a 

single family, the healthy relationships among the family of nations is love and unity, 

along with the reverence for all life" ( qtd. in Schaefer 148 ). Their extensive concept of 

community includes love, unity, and a reverence for all life as foundational to healthy 

relationships. Their view broadens the rigid categories of community conveyed in Euro

western culture, which focuses so extensively on hyperindividualism that it undervalues 

the importance of community. The Grandmothers' concept of community goes beyond 

an individualistic stratification system that sees things separate and divided by their 

difference. This concept of hyperindividualism is in direct contrast to the extensive 

community that The Grandmothers envision. 

The Grandmothers' sacred activism on behalf of Two-Spirit people (gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, and transgendered people) illustrates one form this inclusive vision of 

community (especially as it pertains to family) can take. In their prayer for T~o-Spirited 

people they state, 
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We, the International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers offer 

a blessing for the Two-Spirit people. As Grandmothers, we love all our 

children .... We offer this blessing so that all beings can live together in 

peace and happiness, [ s ]o that all beings can join together to heal our 

Mother Earth. (Whitesagebundles and JustHost.com, SageHeart) 

In this passage The Grandmothers recognize all Two-Spirit people as part of their 

community by acknowledging their kinship with them, calling them their children that 

they love. The Grandmothers recognize three relationships: The relationship of The 

Grandmothers with Two-Spirit people, the relationship of all living beings with each 

other, and the relationship of all living beings with the earth. Significantly, this 

community is not based on rigid identity categories such as race, ethnicity, culture, 

sexuality, and/or religion. In fact, this community is based on their kinship and_ not on 

oppositional differences. This is an important factor in how The Grandmothers focus on 

our commonality of kinship as a non-oppositional collective identity that simultaneously 

allows the wounds of these rigid identity categories to be acknowledged and not erased. 

This deep value for all living beings, which resides in The Grandmothers' 

world view of interrelatedness, permeates their sacred activism. The Grandmothers' 

perspective of interrelatedness creates a value for the uniqueness of life forms while 

acknowledging their deep interwoven connections and kinship to each other. from The 

Grandmothers' perspective, this deep commonality of identity that is inclusive of all of 

creation goes beyond the rigid categories of identity that presently exist. 
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Grandmothers Rita and Beatrice Long Vistor Holy Dance demonstrate this belief in a 

common identity when they speak of their traditional Lakota Greeting: "Mitakuye 

Oyasin" which means "all my relations." As they explain,"' All My Relations' 

acknowledges that within each person exists the entire universe: all who have ever lived, 

all who are living now, and all who are yet to be born, as well as all of nature-Our 

Mother Earth, the sun, the moon, plants, and all the stars-all of the Sacred Universe 

since the beginning and until the end of time" ( qtd. in Schaefer 146). In explaining the 

Lakota greeting they acknowledge a vast extensive community within each individual 

that simultaneously connects the individual (as we know it in a Eurocentric definition) to 

a vast external community. There is no separation between all that lives in the physical 

and spiritual world as well as across time and space. 

The Grandmothers' perspective of interrelatedness creates a space that is 

inclusive of all life forms while recognizing the commonality within each one. 

Anzaldua makes a similar point when she explains our interrelatedness as "an unvoiced 

category of identity, a common factor in all life forms" (Jnterviews/Entrevistas 164). As 

Keating notes, "this 'common factor' goes beyond-but does not ignore-social 

categories based on gender, 'race,' or other systems of difference because it is wider 

than any social position or racial label" (Teaching Transformation 32). Anzaldua and 

Keating refers to a common identity that simultaneously embraces our comm<?nalities 

and differences. In the same way, The Grandmothers' world view of interrelatedness 
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creates a means to relate in a way that centralizes our connections while embracing our 

differences. 

The Grandmothers' relational worldview shapes their sacred activism in four 

fundamental ways. First, their worldview assists them in implementing their sacred 

activism in ways that educate people about their connections to other human beings, 

animals, nature, the earth, and a spiritual world. Second, they go beyond rigid categories 

so they can help to bring about more healthy and life-sustaining relationships through 

their sacred activism. Third, The Grandmothers practice their sacred activism in ways 

that assist people in seeing their commonalities across their differences. As Keating 

notes, "[C]ommonalities are points of connection ... We don't need to break the world 

into rigid categories and hide behind masks of sameness which demand that we define 

ourselves in direct (binary) opposition to others. We can trust that, despite the many 

differences among us, we are all interconnected" (Teaching Transformation 33). 

Keating points out the interconnections across our differences, and the ways that our 

commonalities connect us without indulging in the rigid categories of oppositional 

binary relating. 

Once again, I would like to note that The Grandmothers' world view of 

interrelatedness is grounded in a larger cosmology shared by Indigenous peoples. 

Reflecting on indigenous worldviews in general, Andrea Smith asserts "Whe:r:eas nation

states are governed through domination and coercion, indigenous sovereignty and 

nationhood are predicated on interrelatedness and responsibility" (312). I will build on 
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Smith's statement by contending that The Grandmothers' inclusionary vision--based on a 

world view of interrelatedness extending to all people, animals, and the earth--makes their 

vision a more just form of governance according to indigenous sovereignty and 

nationhood. Because their sacred activism is grounded in their worldview of 

interrelatedness, it has the potential to play an influential role in bringing about a 

cosmological reorientation in our global community. 
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CHAPTER III 

HEALING THE GLOBAL COMMUNITY 

My interests in The Grandmothers came from an ancient longing within me to see 

the prophetic voices of our elders unfold on the eternal pages of time so that healing can 

take place from the atrocities of oppression and genocide in our global community. For 

too long we have been dominated by a Eurocentric ideology that has caused the erasure 

of people and groups as well as brought about severe divisions in the global community 

among people, non-humans, and the earth. These diverse Indigenous women elders offer 

a way of being in the world that can assist us in living beyond the oppositional binaries 

that have been normalized. In addition, they can be a strong reminder of our connections 

and interrelatedness to each other. 

Significantly, I believe that The Grandmothers can assist us in reestablishing ways 

of being that allow us to see the beauty and uniqueness that we all bring to the world. As 

an African-Native American woman, I am too familiar with what it means to be erased 

and to have one's communities erased due to racialized lines. Unfortunately, these 

racialized lines are the fruit of the United States' construction of race and the insidious 

35 



implementation of pencil genocide17 perpetrated on African-Amerindian African

Native American Black Indian African-American Indian people. In his important work 

Black Indians: A Hidden Heritage William Loren Katz notes, 

"If you know I have a history, you will respect me," a Black Indian 

student told a conference of New York teachers two decades ago. Her 

words still ring true. Those who assume that a people have no history 

worth mentioning are likely to believe that they have no humanity worth 

defending .... Denying a people's heritage questions their legitimacy. (9-

10) 

Through these words, I am reminded of my grandmothers and mothers who as African

American, Native-American, and African-Native American women healers, drew from 

the deep reservoir of their cultures, to create a sacred space of healing for all who came to 

them even though the larger society never recognized them as knowers. Their spiritual 

17 Please see the film Black Indians: An American Story. Executive Producer Steven Heape recalls, "It was 
a black and white world in the early days of the Republic and little or no thought was given to people of 
mixed race, especially if they looked 'black.' We were told 'if you could pass for white, that's who you'd 
be; if not, it was usually better to be identified as black than Indian, Yet as a minority of two minorities, 
black Indians sometimes called the 'ultimate survivors' and once referred to as mulattos often feel 
ostracized for being ~either Indian nor black eno~gh. It was this kind of thinking that later led to 'pencil 
genocide'changing one's race on a birth certificate to fit the skin color of the child. Those interviewed in 
the film talk of the 'erasing of ancestors' that took place when the government singularly designated 
grandparents or parents as black, Indian, or white .... Just as the Jewish holocaust victims don't want their 
story forgotten, neither do the Black Indians." Thus, it was not l_JilCommon for black Indian families to find 
themselves separated by government classifications into completely different racial groups based solely on 
their color and appearance. This practice was also helpful in erasing official traces of native nations in the 
late 19th century--mixed race Indians were not considered pure blooded by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
and several tribes were ·declared extinct even though they still lived in the persons of black Indians whose 
native heritage was not recognized by the government. By the time that civil rights and Native rights 
movements in the 1960s roared into the national forefront, the story of the black Indians was virtually 
forgotten except as family histories by those who shared the blended racial heritages. Even today, black 
Indians meet incredulous skeptics who refuse to acknowledge their ancestral worth. 
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epistemologies were erased from the public and scholarly discourse as sites of knowledge 

production. 

The Grandmothers represent the possibilities embedded in spiritual 

epistemologies to heal and transform the world. Their sacred activism opens a space 

where all people can meet to heal our collective wounds. I believe they give us a rich 

opportunity to engage in ancient ways of knowing that has sustained our earth while 

building bridges of peace and harmony. They can activate the memory of all people who 

are caught in the exasperating circumstances of our time and the complex and painful 

histories that currently dominate the world. I am reminded of the words of one of my 

elders Shani Sanikya Brooks when she told me, "Don't let them take our memory or we 

will die." The Grandmothers bring back to the beloved global community, a 

remembrance of an ancient and life-sustaining way of engaging with each oth~r, all of 

creation, and Mother Earth. 

In this chapter, I discuss The Grandmothers as Nepantleras who through their 

sacred activism can bring about a spiritual revolution. In addition, I demonstrate how 

they apply sacred activism practically through their involvement in social transformation. 

I reveal their concept of healing the global community. I show the impact that their 

sacred activism is having on the global community, and I conclude by emphasizing the 

viability of embracing The Grandmothers' model of sacred activism to assist.in the 

healing of relationships, suffering, and historical wounds. 
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As Nepantleras, The Grandmothers assist us in perceiving from a worldview of 

interrelatedness while helping us to create what I discussed in the previous chapter as 

"cosmological reorientation" for a more sustainable future. "Nepantleras" is a term Gloria 

Anzaldua coined to define a unique type of world-traveling, boundary-crossing spiritual 

activist. Anzaldua explains, 

Nepantleras are the supreme border crossers. They act as intermediaries 

between cultures and their various versions of reality. Las nepantleras, like 

the ancient chamanas, move between worlds. They can work from 

multiple locations, can circumvent polarizing binaries. They try not to get 

locked into one perspective or perception of things. They can see through 

our cultural conditioning and through our respective cultures' toxic ways 

of life. They try to overturn the destructive perceptions of the world that 

we've been taught by various cultures. They change the stories about who 

we are and about our behavior. They point to the stick we beat ourselves 

with so we realize what we're doing and may choose to throw away the 

stick. They possess the gift of vision, Nepantleras think in terms of the 

planet, not just their own racial group, the US or norte america. They serve 

as agents of awakening, inspire and challenge others to deeper awareness, 

greater conocimiento, serve as reminders of each other's search for 

wholeness of being. ("Speaking across the Divides" 293) 
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I've quoted this passage at length because it underscores the ways Nepantleras' ability 

and willingness to move among multiple, often disparate, worlds enable them to develop 

multiple, sometimes conflicting, perspectives which function as a type of connectionist 

thinking. Nepantleras use these multiple perspectives to facilitate global healing. As this 

passage also indicates, this global healing is at least partially triggered by Nepantleras' 

willingness to share their perception with others. Similarly, in their sacred activism The 

Grandmothers cross multiple worlds to bring about deeper understanding as they seek to 

build bridges of relationship. These bridges take at least three forms: (1) bridges linking 

traditional communities with contemporary communities; (2) bridges between humans, 

non-humans, and the Earth; and (3) bridges of relationship across generations and 

cultures so that deeper awareness can take place. Like the Nepantleras Anzaldua 

describes, The Grandmothers make border crossings across races, religions, nati9nalities, 

ethnicities, and linguistics as they seek to build strong lasting bridges across 

communities. Through this bridging they create an invitation for more people to 

consciously shift, to imagine another way of being in the world-a worldview and ethics

-based on our kinship. In creating this sacred space, The Grandmothers invite us to a 

deeper awareness of our connections. 

As our planet continues to face one of the largest environmental crises in our 

history, a crisis which threatens our survival, it is vitally important that The International 

Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers' voices and wisdom are included in all 

dialogues that seek to explore or resolve this crisis and our relations to each other on the 
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planet. Not only do we need The Grandmothers' wisdom and knowledge but we also 

need the subjugated wisdom and knowledge from a growing body of scholarly work by 

indigenous and women of colors--knowledge that includes spirituality as a means to 

address these pressing world issues. The hope of our planet's survival may very well 

depend on these subjugated wisdom and knowledges that have been erased, invalidated, 

and often ignored in mainstream discourses. Like Grandmother Flordemayo, I believe 

that "we're in a very delicate period right now. It is an absolute essence that we move as 

quickly as the light" (Grandmother Flordemayo, "Quotes from Grandmother 

Flordemayo"). Essential to us moving quickly will include embracing wisdom and 

knowledge systems that are inclusive of multiple perspectives while having a 

connectionist frame work embedded in spiritual epistemologies. 

The Grandmothers' sacred activism illustrates the possibilities of healing and 

transformation that can take place in our global community. More importantly, because 

The Grandmothers' worldview is grounded in interrelatedness, they are able to be bridges 

for long-term social transformation without duplicating the oppressive structures that they 

are addressing. Creating space for the healing of all people, non-humans, and the earth 

through a worldview of interrelatedness grounded in a spiritual epistemology facilitates a 

shift--a cosmological reorientation; this shift reconstructs our relational paradigms as a 

global community. Leela Fernandes makes a similar point when she states,. "It js now 

more than ever that we need to forge new paths for a spiritual revolution ... [so we can 

have] transformative movements that are no longer forced to mirror the very structures of 
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power they seek to change" (22). In this statement Fernandes describes what can be 

produced through a spiritual revolution, as well as the ability to create transformation that 

is not grounded in the same oppressive ideological paradigms that movements seek to 

change. 

The Grandmothers' sacred activism can bring about a long term impact on 

transforming our global community through the utilization of their spiritual 

epistemologies. As the Grandmothers explain in their discussion of how we must fight 

against oppression, 

We must fight for the voice of life ... But in fighting oppression, we must 

not get caught up in the same disease of oppression. Change must come, 

not with warlike measures but with the strength of prayer. For example, 

the corruption of the Catholic Church that allowed for the doctrines of 

conquest had nothing to do with the seed teachings that are so vital to the 

church. We must address the place where disease and corruption were 

planted that have caused pain to so many people. It is really through 

prayer that we can begin to recover the seed of goodness in everyone. ( qtd. 

in Schaefer 187) 

This passage demonstrates important points about sacred activism. The Grandmothers 

offer an altenative to binary models of oppositional consciousness. They recog'nize that 

when social-change work relies on oppositional tactics, it can inadvertently replicate 

oppression. They are clear that using oppositional means to address issues in warlike 
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ways is not an option in their sacred activism. As their attitude towards the Catholic 

Church indicates, they invite a shift in consciousness from an us/them logic to a both/and 

logic that calls for us to engage in the world differently based upon a relationship model 

of kinship instead of a relationship model of domination. The Grandmothers maintain 

that change should come in a spiritual way through prayer. By invoking prayer as a tool 

of social change The Grandmothers invite people to consider the possibilities of their 

positive words on behalf of the planet and others' well-being to create change across time 

and space while constructing new realities. 

The Grandmothers' sacred activism addresses the root of the wounded place 

where the social issue originated from. In the passage, The Grandmothers state that the 

areas that need to be addressed are "where the disease and corruption were planted" ( qtd. 

Schaefer 187). By enacting their sacred activism in this way The Grandmothers_seek to 

find the place where the disharmony originated--not to demonize or construct labels of 

bad and evil. They are not rejecting the origin of this corruption (the church). Rather, they 

attend to the corruption in order to understand it and, through this understanding, to heal 

it. By identifying where disharmony occurred, work in this area can begin to bring 

harmony back. This approach offers an important alternative to conventional western 

binary conceptions that view good and evil as diametrically opposed. As Keating points 

out, indigenous epistemologies offer a "nmidualistic views of' good' and 'evil:"' In this 

holistic epistemological framework, evil is not defined as radically opposed to good but 

rather as "illness, being out of harmony,"and "[m]istakes [which] are not necessarily 
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permanent" (Teaching Transformation 130). Through her description of indigenous 

epistemologies Keating highlights that the rigid categories of good and evil are not a part 

of indigenous epistemological paradigms. One can be out of harmony but still not be 

considered being "opposed to good" (Teaching Transformation 130). 

The Grandmothers' ability to move beyond binary thinking, by moving towards a 

worldview of interrelatedness, creates a lens that allows them to recognize the goodness 

in all living beings. In addition, they do not view mistakes as permanent, so the ethics of 

forgiveness and growth beyond what one has done can be more easily practiced because 

one is not "permanently demonized" and/or considered to be evil. The Grandmothers in 

their example of the Catholic Church distinguish the viability of the seed teachings of the 

church from the corruption that took place in the church. 

The Grandmothers regard prayer as essential. In addition, to providing ~n 

alternative to oppositional struggle, prayer offers an alternative perspective, a way to see 

goodness in all living beings. The Grandmothers invite us to focus our energy on praying 

for the well-being and goodness of others. By doing so, we can expand our consciousness 

so that we can see the goodness of each· living being. These attributes of The 

Grandmothers sacred activism distinguishes them as a spiritual movement based on the 

goodness of all living beings and their well being. 

According to the Grandmothers' concept of healing we must begin to ~ngage with 

each other in ways that recognizes our interrelatedness. As The Grandmothers explain, 
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There is an order and a structure to the universe .... All things are 

dependent upon each other. This is why reciprocity and remembering to 

hold the relations among all people and all things as sacred balances the 

universe. Any actions that destroy life lead to imbalance, which is what we 

are facing today. ( qtd. in Schaffer 146) 

The Grandmothers emphasize interdependence, reciprocity, and sacred relations as a 

means to balance the universe. As we recognize our connections to one another, we are 

better able to relate to each others' well-being is connected to our own. This reciprocal 

teaching invites us to recognize that we can't just take and not give. The Grandmothers 

help us to focus on how the integral web of relationships, must flow through practicing 

the give-and-take in relationships. By doing this we engage in a common sharing that 

where there is something that is taken there is something that is given. When doing this 

with all living beings in the integral web ofrelationships we don't cause disastrous 

imbalances such as the ones we face today with the depletion of the earth's resources. In 

teaching that all things are sacred, The Grandmothers invite us to see ourselves, each 

other, and all living beings in the world more holistically while honoring their value. 

They give guidance on the ways that we can heal the imbalance in the global community 

by acknowledging our interrelatedness, responsibility to one another, and by relating in 

holistic ways that allow us to remember the sacredness of all people and things. 

The Grandmothers engage in holistic social transformation that bridges 

understanding, reconciliation, and healing across our differences. The Grandmothers 
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demonstrate this holistic social transformation in their Tenth International Council of 

Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers gathering on October 21-24, 2011 at the University of 

Peace in Brasila, Brazil. The goals of the gathering were to engage in intercultural and 

intergenerational dialogue, support traditional knowledge, and promote world peace. This 

emphasis that The Grandmothers selected focuses on the ways that they assist people 

through their traditional knowledges to engage across differences--in this case cultural 

and generational differences. By doing this, The Grandmothers are able to inspire people 

to come to a better understanding so that reconciliation and healing can take place and 

they can work towards world peace. 

Through their sacred activism The Grandmothers work to heal the breaches 

created by a Eurocentric worldview based on separateness, hyper-individualism, and 

objectification of those that are not considered the norm. The Grandmothers refuse to be 

confined by colonial and hierarchical social constructions or by rigid labeling systems. 

The Grandmothers, through their sacred activism, work to model relationships that are 

constructed on interrelatedness instead of relationships that are based on oppositional 

binary paradigms of us/them, superior/inferior, and white/black. 

By working together as a global alliance across their diverse social locations, The 

Grandmothers model the peaceful relations that can come from recognizing our 

interrelatedness. In this modeling, The Grandmothers demonstrate through their 

continued unity across their many differences to bring about world peace that this can be 

done. In addition, as The Grandmothers gather in each other's homelands annually so that 
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they can gain better understanding of each other's traditions, they model for us the ways 

that we should extend ourselves to understand and engage in cultures that are not our own 

but yet we are connected to them. In this way, they show us the possibilities in seeing 

each other in interrelated ways. Grandmother Agnes points out The Grandmothers' 

modeling of peaceful relations when she states, "we will model for the World that all 

these different lines of prayers can sit at the table together, that we can meet our 

differences, embracing those differences, as strengths instead of using them for division 

amongst us" (Grandmother Agnes, The Wisdom of the Grandmothers Course: Week 

One). This statement illustrates two essential points. First, we need to be able to embrace 

our differences as strengths. Second, differences should not be used as di visions. 

As the Grandmothers enact interrelatedness in their interactions with global 

communities, they create "sacred space" for collective healing. A recent illustration of 

their ability to be a bridge to create sacred space for collective healing in the global 

community occurred on October 23-26, 20 IO on their trip to Japan. During their trip, 

Grandmothers Clara, Maria Alice, Julieta, and Mona went to the city of Nagasaki to pray 

at the site where the United States dropped an atomic bomb during 1945 in World War II, 

killing 60,000 to 80,000 people. These four Grandmothers conducted a prayer ceremony 

for those who were killed. Grandmother Mona stated, 

Our prayer at the "ground zero of the atomic bomb" was so beautiful. ... 

Julieta did a rosary; and Clara/Maria Alice did their ceremony of songs 
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and prayers. I had the last half hour and had them all form a "circle of life" 

in recognition that they have life through the ones who gave their lives. 

(The International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers) 

In this statement, we see The Grandmothers model how we can bridge together our 

differences as each one uses a ritual from their spiritual traditions to help create the 

prayer ceremony. Through the Grandmothers' use of the rosary, ceremony, song, prayers, 

and invoking their circle, they invited all the people who attended into a sacred space for 

collective healing. In addition, The Grandmothers acknowledge the devastating pain of 

the people and the atrocities that were inflicted on 'them. The Grandmothers' use of 

diverse spiritual rituals for healing invites the people of Japan to heal from their historical 

trauma of war. 

The Grandmothers' call for unity amongst people is not based on a mod.el of 

hegemonic sameness which requires the erasure of difference. The Grandmothers do not 

ignore the differences in our lived realities. Instead they acknowledge those differences 

while seeking commonality. This call for unity across differences is demonstrated when 

Grandmother Beatrice, Rita Long Visitor Holy Dance, and Grandmother Mona Polacca 

shared their teachings at the Aspen Summit in Aspen, Colorado, on November 6-10, 2008 

with faith leaders from throughout the United States and internationally. There were 

diverse faith leaders, including Catholics, Muslims, Buddhists, and Sufis . . These three 

Grandmothers addressed the need to heal the world's deep religious divides. Their goal 

was to mobilize faith leaders into a new spiritual expression based on caring and kindness 
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that would include a vision of unity and oneness, so that faith leaders could see the 

connections among all religions. The Grandmothers' goal of bringing about unity in faith 

communities by inviting faith leaders to see their interdependence and oneness not only 

with each other across their religions but also with the Earth and its community of life 

that makes up our ecosystem. This bridging illustrates The Grandmothers' ability to see 

beyond the divisions that have guided religious discourse as well as their cosmovision to 

assist people in coming back into a relationship with the earth as older indigenous 

cultures have done so that they can relate to our environment in a way that promotes the 

long-term sustainability of our ecosystem. Their teachings helped to bridge connections 

between faith leaders and usher them into a new global spiritual vision of caring, 

kindness, unity, and oneness while maintaining their differences as well as a recognition 

of their oneness and interdependence with the Earth. 

The Grandmothers use sacred activism to reincorporate relational paradigms that 

bring about healing and peace in the global community between people, humans and non

humans, and relations with the "Mother Earth." For example, in June, 2007 at the fifth 

Council gathering in South Dakota, hosted by Lakota Grandmothers Beatrice and Rita 

Long Visitor Holy Dance, the Council met with the local and state officials to discuss 

world peace and understanding their relationship with the earth. The Grandmothers 

participated in a Sun dance to strengthen their prayers for peace and unity between all 

people. The Grandmothers also held an open Council meeting which hundreds of people 

attended to witness them working together in unity across their differences through a 
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world view of interrelatedness. People were able to witness The Grandmothers speaking 

through translators across seven different languages while interacting with each other 

across their diverse religious, geographical, traditional, and cultural locations. 

The Grandmothers model the ways they can recognize and practice their 

interdependence with the earth and non-humans. For instance, Grandmother Agnes 

illustrates the way people can connect to the earth and non-humans through the revision 

of the sacred salmon ceremony of her people after 150 years. This ceremony is based on 

the lesson of reciprocity. Grandmother Agnes performs the ceremony for people annually 

in Eugene, Oregon. This ceremony was practiced by her tribe for thousands of years. 

Because of the Takelma's genocide and the survivors' forced relocation to the 

reservation, they were unable to perform the sacred salmon ceremony for over a century. 

Grandmother Agnes assists people in seeing the sacrifice of the salmons' lives and the 

sacrifice that people must make to assure the survival of the salmon. The ceremony is 

based on reciprocity and sacrifice. As Grandmother Agnes explains, 

We're being a voice for the voiceless. Mother Earth is calling us back. 

We're covering her face with concrete. We're polluting her waters with 

garbage. Enough is enough. When the trees and water are gone, how can 

the world banks manufacture money? I started the Blessing of the Salmon 

Ceremony in '94 on the Applegate River. I wanted to restore our ritualistic 

way so people would understand, be respectful and be careful of what 
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they're doing to the earth." (Grandmother Agnes Baker-Pilgrim, Quotes 

By Grandmother Agnes Baker-Pilgrim) 

In doing the annual sacred salmon ceremony Grandmother Agnes teaches people the 

interdependence of all species on the earth. She encourages people to relate in respectable 

ways with the water and the creatures that live there through encouraging them not to 

dump waste in the water. Grandmother also encourages people to have respectable 

relations with the earth. 

The Grandmothers' worldview of interrelatedness offers us an opportunity to heal 

from the woundedness that we have experienced through various forms of oppression and 

from a dualistic worldview. As Anzaldua notes, "We are all wounded, but we can 

connect through the wound that's alienated us from others. When the wound forms a 

cicatriz, the scar can become a bridge linking people who have been split apart .. What 

happened may not have been in our individual control, but how we react to it and what 

we do about it is ("Let us be the healing" 313). Anzaldua highlights the wounds that we 

all have because of the ways that we have been split apart (through categories based on 

oppositional binary thinking) in our present social order. In addition, she reveals how we 

can use our wounds as bridges that can connect us to each other. 

In short, we ·need to move away from a consciousness of divisions based on 

oppositional binary thinking. Divisive and segregated ways of being caus~ havoc in our 

lives and our global community. Jacqui Alexander makes a similar point: 
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There is a great danger ... in living lives of segregation. Racial 

segregation. Segregation in politics. Segregated frameworks. Segregated, 

compartmentalized selves .... [I]t can never ultimately feed that deep 

place within us: that space of the erotic, that space of the soul, that space 

of the Divine. ("Remembering This Bridge, Remembering Ourselves" 85). 

Alexander illuminates an important point, that segregation on all levels creates wounds. 

These wounds become a place where healing is needed to recognize the false splits that 

have served to perpetuate these wounds. 

I would like to note again that connectionist thinking as a framework can begin to 

assist us in a cosmological reorientation that is inclusive of all of creation. When we look 

through a lens of commonality and kinship across our differences, we create bridges of 

connections. As Anzaldua notes, "It's about honoring people's otherness in ways that 

allow us to be changed by embracing that otherness rather than punishing others for 

having a different view, belief system, skin color, or spiritual practice. Diversity of 

perspectives expands and alters the dialogues, not in an add on fashion but through a 

multiplicity that's transformational, such as in mestiza consciousness" ("(Un)natural 

Bridges" 4). This connectionist framework allows us the ability to honor and value each 

other as well as the earth and non-humans in ways that create sustainable relationships 

based on life, growth, and diversity instead"of death, divisions, and sameness . .In this way, 

we can begin to see the world through the lens of In Lak Ech. As Irene Lara explains, "In 

the spirit of Mayan Philosophy 'In Lak Ech'-yo soy tu otro yo, I am your other I - I 
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offer these words as a prayer for connections across our differences" (437). By seeing our 

deep kinship and reflection to everything that lives, we are able to make decisions that 

take into consideration all of creation while recognizing that others are an extension of 

ourselves. By embracing a worldview of interrelatedness, we can engage in resolving the 

global issues that we face in more holistic ways as well as produce more life sustaining 

relationships that can maintain the well being of our planet. 
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APPENDIX 

If you would like to review The Grandmothers' biographies and other information on 

them you can go to their websites at http://www.grandmotherscouncil.org/about

us#who we are. 

Agnes Baker-Pilgrim {Turtle Island/USA): 

The Grandmothers from the other side are here ... they give their blessing. 

Located in Oregon, Turtle Island/ U.S.A. Grandmother Agnes is an internationally 

acclaimed spiritual leader from the Confederated Tribes of Siletz and is the oldest 

member of The Grandmothers' council as well as the oldest female member of the Rogue 

River Indians, Takelma Band, from Southern Oregon. The granddaughter of Chief 

George Hamey, who was the Confederated Tribes' first elected Chief, Grandmother 

Agnes revised the Sacred Salmon Ceremony of her people. 

Aama Bombo (Buddhi Maya Lama) ( Nepal): 

I am doing my prayers around the world to create a world without war and tension. 

Grandmother Aama is a great healer in Nepal and treats and heals many patients from 

Nepal, India and Tibet at her home every day. According to Tamang society's cultural 

values a woman should not be able to be a shaman. However, her father was a renowned 
' 

shaman in the Nepalese Tamang tradition and when he died his spirits, other spirits, and 

gods began teaching Grandmother Aama how to be a Shaman. 
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Beatrice and Rita Long Visitor Holy Dance (Turtle Island/USA): 

We need to reach our grandchildren. They need to understand that the Creator provides 

all that we need. 

Grandmother Beatrice and Rita are sisters who live on the Pine Ridge Reservation in 

South Dakota; they are Crazy Horse band members, named after Crazy Horse the 

warrior. Both Grandmothers are a Lakota keeper of the traditional ways, elders of the 

Native American Church, sun dancers, and health workers. 

Bernadette Rebienot (Gabon): 

Spirituality, which inhabits us all, is equally universal. It is up to each person whether or 

not to choose that path. 

Located in west central Africa, Grandmother Bernadette is a healer who has participated 

in many national and international conferences on Traditional Medicine as well ;is the 

master of the Iboga Bwiti Rite and the master of Women's Initiations. Over the past thirty 

years Grandmother Bernadette has offered initiations and consultations. Since 1994 she 

has been the President of the Association of Traditional Medicine Practitioners for 

Gabonese Health (U.T.S.G.). 

Clara Shinobu Iuro (Brazil): 

It is my hope that, with the love and care of a grandmother the words of our council will 

enter the hearts of men who govern this Earlh ... and awaken the child who inhabits each 

of them so that their spiritual consciousness will be illuminated, thus reversing the course 

of history. 
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Grandmother Clara has directed the Santa Casa de Saude (Holy House of Health) 

Padrinho Manoel Corrente, Ceu do Mapia's holistic healing center. Through her 

experiences with clairvoyance and mediumship, Grandmother Clara has been initiated 

into many teachings. She was given an invitation to live and work in Ceu do Mapia in the 

Amazon forest by a spiritual leader of one of the Santo Daime's largest churches. 

Flordemayo (Nicaragua, New Mexico): 

A new consciousness is to be created that will combine the accomplishments of the mind 

and the deep wisdom of the heart, which is the key to a prosperous and sustainable future 

for all. 

Grandmother Flordemayo is a healer/curandera who considers her Mayan heritage 

essential to her work. Currently she serves on the board of directors of the Institute of 

Natural and Traditional Knowledge in San Juan, New Mexico (www.inkt.org). I:Ier 

studies have been conducted under Don Alejandro Oxlaj, who is over the Mayan Council 

of Elders. These Mayan Council of elders brought together the first Gathering of 

Indigenous Priests and Elders of America in 1994. 

Julieta Casimiro (Mexico): 

Ingesting the sacred mushrooms and being guided by a curandera, one dissolves the 

surface layer of consciousness, exploring one's layers of fears, opening for profound 

vision, and gaining mystical knowledge. 
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A curandera and healer, Grandmother Julieta Casimiro works with people from around 

the world to help heal them from many physical (including cancer and AIDS), emotional, 

and psychological diseases. 

Magaret Behan (Turtle Island/USA): 

Peyote is a sacred medicine that facilitates rich and colorful visions that illuminate the 

unconscious and reveal the source of physical problems. 

Located in Montana, Grandmother Margaret is a sculptress and a fifth-generation 

survivor of the Sand Creek Massacre. As a counselor and healer she uses psycho drama 

in her healing work and substance abuse counseling. She is also an author, playwright, 

and poet and has been a dance leader in powwows throughout the United States. 

Maria Alice Campos Freire (Brazil): 

We [The International Counci] of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers] just need ~o 

surrender and consecrate God's Creation. We need to be happy, love one another, and 

receive what God has to give us. 

Grandmother Maria is the Madrinha (Godmother) of the Santo Daime Church, Mapia as 

well as a medium and healer with Amazonian plant medicine. She is also the Founder of 

Centro Medicina da Floresta. Grandmother Maria as an advocate seeks to preserve the 

indigenous rain forest heritage. 

Mona Polacca (Turtle Island/USA): 

I try to look at whatever comes in a day as part of the blessing from an ancient prayer. 
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As a Hopi/Havasupai /Tewa elder, Grandmother Mona lives in Arizona and serves on a 

number of United Nations committees that address indigenous people's issues. She has a 

master's degree in social work and is completing her doctorate at the Interdisciplinary 

Justice Studies Department at the University of Arizona. In addition, she serves as the 

President/CEO and faculty for the Turtle Island Project, a non-profit program that 

conducts trans-cultural trainings. 

Rita Pitka Blumenstein (Turtle Island/USA): 

Our healing is not just for ourselves, it is for the universe. 

A Yupik elder from Alaska, Grandmother Rita is also employed by South Central 

Foundation as a tribal doctor who uses energy and plant medicine. She has traveled 

worldwide teaching from her traditional culture while earning money for Native 

American Colleges. Her teachings on the "Talking Circle" were recorded and published 

through her participation in many healing conferences. 

Tsering Dolma Gyaltong (Tibet): 

If everyone really had a true spiritual practice, which develops a positive mind, the world 

would not be in the dire situation we find it in today. 

Grandmother Tsering revived the Tibetan Women's Association (TWA). In her service to 

the TWA as an executive member she created over thirty branch offices internationally. 

She also participated in the Fourth World Women's Conference in Bejing. She faced 

threats and danger because of her open criticism of the Chinese government as it pertains 

to women and their treatment of Tibetan people. 
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