Thursday after Ash Wednesday: February 18, 2021

In the Johannine gospel, John the Baptizer bears witness to as the Voice crying in the wilderness
announcing the coming of the One sent by Creator into this world. John the Baptizer tells the religious
authorities that he is not worthy to tie the strips of leather on the sandals of this Anointed One.

Read John 1: 29-34. What catches my attention in this gospel passage?

At the Jordan River, John the Baptizer sees the Anointed One approach him and is overwhelmed. His
heart and mind have been filled to overflowing with Hebrew Scriptures, songs of praise, the yearnings of
those who have suffered injustice, and the hopes of the faithful down through the ages. John the
Baptizer proclaims for all to hear, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” John
1:29.

Crowds have come out of the cities, villages, and the surrounding countryside into the wilderness to find
a way to draw close to Source of All Life and Love and begin to live in a new way. John the Baptizer
pointed out that each and all of us need to identify what we have said and done which keeps us from
the fullness of life which Creator offers, to invite Creator to show us new possibilities, to be cleansed by
the living and moving waters of baptism, and then to walk in a new direction according to the light
which Creator shines on the path upon which you and | are meant to walk. To this end, John the
Baptizer spoke about the generosity of Creator and different ways in which Human Beings can open
ourselves to Creator’s presence and ongoing creative energy at work in the world.

Of all of the images used by prophets and writers of wisdom among the Hebrew People to portray the
Messiah, John the Baptizer identifies Jesus as the LAMB OF GOD, indicating that the Anointed One will
put an end to injustice and human degradation by being a sacrificial offering. Nothing will be able to
separate Human Beings from the Source of All Life and Love. The LAMB OF GOD will change the
outcomes of self-centred human behaviours and systemic violence imbedded in the inequities of the
distribution of resources from this creation. Over a lifetime, new possibilities will become available for
the Peoples of Mother Earth.

As Jesus approaches him, John the Baptizer also realizes that his ministry is coming to an end. There is
one more baptism for him to perform in accordance with the directions which he was given by the
Source of All Life and Love since before his birth.

As Jesus approaches him, John the Baptizer acknowledges the authority of this unique Human Being
sent by the Source of All Life and Love into creation at that particular time. John the Baptizer proclaims
for all to hear, “l saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him!” John
1:32. John the Baptizer admits that he himself baptized with water and proclaims for all to hear what
the Source of All Life and Love said to him, “The One on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is
the One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit!” John 1:33.

In the Johannine gospel, John the Baptizer bears witness about the identity of this unique Human Being
who has sought him out on the banks of the Jordan River.



Reread John 1:29-34. What is God saying to us in this passage?

In the Johannine gospel, Creator and Great Spirit demonstrate a clear intention to communicate with
Human Beings from all of the Peoples of Mother Earth in unique and powerful ways.

In her book BRAIDING SWEETGRASS: INDIGENOUS WISDON, SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE, AND THE
TEACHINGS OF PLANTS (Milkweed Editions, Canada, 2013), Robin Wall Kimmerer was curious to
resolve a contradiction in Anishinaabe teachings about how to harvest sweetgrass. In the search for
Sweetgrass, Indigenous Elders wander in meadows until they see a patch of glossy leaves hiding in a
variety of species of tall wild grasses. Elders conclude that Sweetgrass longs to be found. However, an
Elder will pass this first patch in obedience to the teachings of the Ancestors to never take the first plant
that catches the Elder’s attention. An Elder will greet the second patch, take some tobacco out of a
Medicine Pouch, murmur a prayer, raise the left hand holding the tobacco to each of the four or six
directions, ask the Sweetgrass for permission to harvest some of the patch, and then scatter the gift of
tobacco on the ground. In following their teachings, some Elders pinch off the Sweetgrass above the
ground while other Elders pull up the Sweetgrass, taking some of the roots with them. Every Elder will
only take what is needed, never more than can be used. Dr. Kimmerer knew an Elder who pinched off
the Sweetgrass and followed her traditional knowledge handed down through generations of her
ancestors: if we use a plant respectfully, it will stay with us and flourish or if we ignore it, the plant will
go away or if we don’t give the plant respect, it will leave us. An Elder may make a loose knot to show
that they have been to this patch so others may see the sign and look for another patch to harvest some
Sweetgrass. Dr. Kimmerer wondered if pulling up the whole Sweetgrass plant caused damage to the
Sweetgrass patch. One of her graduate students decided to make this subject into her doctoral research
thesis. Dr. Kimmerer wondered about what Sweetgrass was saying to her. Her graduate student
presented her research proposal to her academic committee. The Dean pointed out that harvesting a
plant will damage the population of plants and noted that this research was a waste of time. The
graduate’s research would add nothing to the body of scientific knowledge in existence. However, the
graduate student was persistent, devising her research following the principles and practices of western
scientific study. The graduate student plotted a meadow, identifying areas for Sweetgrass to be pulled
up out of its roots leaving small ragged gaps in the sod, other areas for Sweetgrass to be pinched above
the ground at the base of the plants, and other areas where Sweetgrass was not harvested. In the areas
to be harvested, only half of the Sweetgrass was removed. The graduate student was aware that the
scientific format was missing the relational aspect among traditional knowledge keepers since those
conducting the research were not talking to the plants nor making offerings to Creator and to the
Sweetgrass. However, the graduate student acknowledged that she developed affection for the
Sweetgrass, spending so much time among these plants and practicing a mindful respect. The
Sweetgrass which was harvested was counted, weighed, and given to Indigenous basket weavers. Over
two years, the graduate student kept record about the births, deaths, and reproduction of all of her
grass stems, completing her research as her first pregnancy drew to a close. The graduate student
maintained that the time spent in a flower-strewn meadow with the smell of sweetgrass all around was
a great beginning for a baby. She also became convinced that the knowledge of her basket-weaving
mentors and the observations of the women who had developed long and intense relationships with



plants and their habitants provided much which western science could not contribute. Her data analysis
yielded a surprise for her academic committee. Harvesting a plant did not damage the population of
Sweetgrass. The unharvested plots of Sweetgrass had become choked with dead stems. Harvesting
only half of the Sweetgrass made the plants thrive on each of their respective plots. It did not matter if
the Sweetgrass was pinched off above the ground or the whole plant was pulled up out of the soil.
Picking Sweetgrass actually stimulated growth. The harvested Sweetgrass was quickly replaced by new
plants. Sweetgrass flourishes when harvested and declines when the plants are not harvested. The
Dean was silent. Dr. Kimmerer noted that the basket-weavers and women knowledge keepers smiled.
Western science could not provide an explanation since the complex reciprocal relationships between
plants and Human Beings were not subject for scientific research.

Research could be done about how grasses responded to fire or grazing or how root structures
responded to having more space and light after a plant was harvested. When bison graze in a meadow
of grasses, the plants reproduce quickly to replace those which have been removed and the bison add
fertilizer for the Sweetgrass to be available latter in the season. From an Indigenous understanding, the
grasses give to the bison and the bison in turn give to the grasses. This complex relationship is
respectful. Free range bison graze and then move on, not taking more than what they need.

From an Indigenous understanding, Human Beings create “a disturbance” that stimulates compensatory
growth. Sweetgrass provides fragrant blades for basket-weaving and for a medicine for ceremonies.
Maps of vigorous Sweetgrass growth indicate places where Indigenous communities use the plants.
Sweetgrass thrives where the plant is used and disappears where it is not used.

The graduate student used the language of science to explain her findings to her academic committee.
The scientists appreciated her research with a warm round of applause. The basket-weavers who also
sat at the table nodded in agreement since the findings were as their Elders had always taught.

In the Anishinaabe creation story, Skywoman planted Sweetgrass on the back of Turtle Island as a gift.
Sweetgrass gives its unique fragrance to Human Beings and the harvesters receive this gift with
gratitude. In a complex reciprocal relationship, this gift continues through self-perpetuating cycles of
giving and receiving. In Anishinaabemowin mishkos kenomagwen means that Human Beings offer
tobacco and give thanks saying to Sweetgrass, “I need you!” while the grasses say to the People, “I need
you too!” For Indigenous Peoples, the wind moves through the grasses and produces songs which
sound to Dr. Kimmerer as mishhhhkos in the ripples of moving plants.

Reread John 1:29-34. What is God calling us to be and do?

With enthusiasm, John the Baptizer yearns for new and powerful ways in which Human Beings can
respond to the Source of All Life and Love, walking new paths on our respective journeys through life
with gratitude for all of the gifts made available to us each and every day. Consider the possibilities of
living in complex reciprocal relationships not only with other Human Beings but with plants, animals,
other living creatures, and other material parts of creation.
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