Thursday in the First Week of Lent: February 25, 2021

A leader among the religious authorities meets with Jesus under the cloak of darkness, seeking to
protect himself from his friends and colleagues who provide leadership among the Hebrew People.
Jesus challenges him to consider entering into a second birthing experience with the ongoing creative
presence of Creator as the midwife. Like the poisonous serpent beaten to death and then raised up on
the staff of Moses, Jesus tells Nicodemus that he too will be lifted for all to see offering life to all
humankind.

Read John 3:16-21. What catches my attention in this gospel passage?

Jesus tells Nicodemus that the presence and power of Creator and Great Spirit can be found in acts of
Love visible to all Human Beings bringing light out of darkness, joy out of sorrow, and even life out of
death. In the Johannine gospel, Creator and Great Spirit send a unique Human Being into the world like
no other in the history of Humankind. Through patience and persistence, Jesus lives into the meaning of
his name. Jesus offers the possibilities of new life in a new creation for those who are open to exploring
the purposes of Creator and Great Spirit. Jesus knows and respects the presence of evil in the world.
Like Nicodemus, Jesus is aware that Human Beings can selfishly seek power over other Human Beings to
maintain possession over all that is mistakenly considered to be their property by resorting to whatever
means available at the time. For Jesus, some have the freedom to walk in darkness and avoid making
any changes in themselves or any of the ways in which the social, economic, and political reinforce their
positions of power and privilege. It is awesome that Jesus focuses on Human Being who seek to walk
according to the light provided by Creator and Great Spirit. For Jesus, the battle against evil is not
brought about at the time of the coming of the Messiah through the mass destruction of those who
commit and perpetuate evil. Jesus teaches, “For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the
light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so
that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.” John 3:20, 21.

The good news of the presence and power of the Source of All Life and Love challenges those who seek
power over other Human Beings and demonstrate the need to protect this position of dominance.

Unfortunately, the Church has a long and terrible history of seeking power over others and taking the
resources available from the land, waters, and air as commodities to be acquired, possessed, and then
defended. Fortunately, the presence and power of the Source of All Life and Love calls Human Beings to
live differently and gives those who walk according to the light provided by Creator and Great Spirit the
creative energy to accomplish much in time and space. Any Human Being can have a whole and lasting
life by choosing to live by the light provided by Creator and Great Spirit as well as the One sent by the
Source of All Life and Love.

Read John 3:16-21. What is God saying to us?

In QUEST FOR RESPECT: THE CHURCH AND INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY (INTOTEMAK, Mennonite
Church Canada, 2017, editors Jeff Friesen & Steve Heinrichs), three articles identify what God is saying
to us on our respective journeys of faith as non-Indigenous Peoples who have come to Turtle Island to
live.

An article by the National Indigenous Archbishop Mark MacDonald entitled The Word is Becoming Flesh
presents a conversation on a telephone call between Archbishop MacDonald and Steve Heinrichs about



the Truth and Reconciliation Call to Action #60. As one of 94 Calls for Action, the TRC asks the churches
to understand the ways in which Christianity inflicted violence upon Indigenous Peoples, causing
spiritual harm. Archbishop MacDonald noted that colonial institutions of Christian denominations
attempted to convert the hearts and minds of Indigenous Peoples so that Indigenous Peoples needed to
keep the use of their particular languages, knowledge, wisdom for daily living, spiritual practices, and
ceremonies hidden by maintaining their culture underground. In spite of the efforts of cultural genocide
in the policies and practices of churches and governments, the gospel contained elements which were
liberating and challenged the evil plans of those in authority. These gospel teachings were well received
by some Indigenous Peoples as being consistent with the teachings of Elders, Grandmothers, and
Knowledge Keepers for thousands of years. Archbishop MacDonald pointed out that non-Indigenous
Peoples have been engaged in a gradual process of repentance, experiencing some shame and shock
that one’s community participated in evil in the past. The need to understand how a denomination’s
actions, policies, and practices caused spiritual harm to Indigenous Peoples as well as to non-Indigenous
Peoples helps to make changes in the present and for the future. In the Anglican Churches, Indigenous
spiritual practices are becoming common. Smudging happens at consecrations, ordinations, and other
community events. Acknowledgements of the traditional territories of Indigenous Peoples in worship
honours those who originally care for the lands and waters around us. Archbishop MacDonald pointed
out that in remote communities, Indigenous Peoples live within their particular cosmologies and speak
their own languages. As a result, new ways of integrating the treasury of Indigenous spirituality as well
as an understanding of Indigenous teachings and law are evolving. Elders speak about the power of the
land and waters to teach human beings of all ages, developing a passion to ensure that Mother Earth is
protected as climate change impacts so many communities. The attempt to recreate Europe among
Indigenous Peoples here has failed. For Archbishop MacDonald, Christianity is becoming flesh in Canada
among both Indigenous Peoples and Settlers. Since Indigenous spirituality is about relationships,
Archbishop MacDonald notes that non-Indigenous Peoples need to seek out ways of connecting with
neighbouring Indigenous Peoples to learn more.

An article by the former Episcopalian Bishop of Alaska and member of Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma
Steven Charleston as well as by the professor of Christian Theology at Saint Paul School of Theology at
Oklahoma City University Elaine A. Robinson explores what brought them together to work on a project
in understanding Indigenous culture and spiritual practices. Scholars and Elders from different
Indigenous Peoples taught about how traditional knowledge and spiritual practices shaped a unique
Christian framework. Men and women authors as well as Elders and young writers came from a variety
of Indigenous communities and different Christian denominations. In their article, Not Spirituality:
Native Christian Theology, Bishop Charleston and Dr. Robinson learned that Indigenous traditional
culture from Turtle Island represented much more than a form of spirituality but actually sets out a
unique theology. Settlers are challenged to move beyond an understanding of Indigenous spirituality
which minimizes how Indigenous peoples understand Creator/Great Spirit and the complex sets of
relationships between Human Beings and every aspect of Creation. Prior to the arrival of Christianity to
Turtle Island, Indigenous Peoples had established and maintained unique and vibrant communities
based on the presence and providence of a very generous Creator/Great Spirit. Bishop Charleston and
Dr. Robinson maintain that this Way of Life represented “a comprehensive, integrated, and multilayered
system for expressing a knowledge of God” which is unique. Without a written compilation of sacred
stories and wisdom teachings, Indigenous Peoples passed their traditional knowledge from generation
to generation through storytelling, the teachings of Grandmothers and Elders, their respective



languages, their use of Medicines in smudging and giving thanks, ceremonies to mark milestones in
maturation, vision quests, sweat lodges, interactions with every aspect of Creation as relatives needing
respect and care, and walking each day on Mother Earth. Bishop Charleston and Dr. Robinson identified
two ways in which Indigenous knowledge and ceremonial practices are gifts to Christianity. The first
arises out of the understanding that reality and faith are not primarily individualistic but communal. For
Indigenous Peoples, a decision to live apart or to turn away from the community would be considered to
separate oneself from Creator/Great Spirit. The second contribution is the importance of relationships
rather than possessions in experiencing the mystery and awe of the generosity of Creator/Great Spirit
towards Human Beings through every aspect of Creation. In this complex set of relationships,
Indigenous Peoples take on responsibilities to ensure that the resources of Creation will be available for
seven generations into the future.

An article by a member of the Yuchi People who became citizens of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation in
Oklahoma and Professor of Indigenous and American Indian Studies at Haskell Indian Nations University
in Kansas Daniel Wildcat explores what it means for Settlers to respect Indigenous Peoples in the quest
to learn more about Indigenous customary practices and ceremonies. In RESPECTING WHAT WE DO
NOT KNOW, Dr. Wildcat notes that the rich variety of Indigenous customary practices and ceremonies
may not be open for uninvited guests to observe, learn, and participate in these events. Many Elders
who are the custodians of ceremonies, songs, prayers, and customs in acknowledging Creator/Great
Spirit do not consider their teachings as “religion” but as a Way of Life, communicated orally according
to circumstances. Indigenous Peoples do not have a way of thinking about Creator/Great Spirit based
on a book. Unlike Settlers, Indigenous Peoples do not have a need to teach others about this Way of
Life in order to convert them. Indigenous Peoples do understand that experiences of “the living energy
that inhabits and/or composes the universe” are manifested in different relationships which define the
place of a unique individual or community on this planet and produce personalities for individuals and a
collective culture. Dr. Wildcat points out that Creation stories from Indigenous Peoples are not
anthropomorphic. In particular, Human Beings are not put in charge of the balance of Creation. Each
aspect of Creation is given “Original Instructions” that give Human Beings responsibilities to honour and
respect all of the other-than-human life with whom Indigenous Peoples share their unique place on the
planet and rely upon to survive. Creation is considered to be a gift to all of the relatives of Human
Beings. As for Dr. Wildcat, an Indigenous Way of Life provides something much more modest than
abstract messages for all of humankind in providing members with “instructions on how to live
responsibly with relatives, human and non-human, with whom we share our homelands.” Dr. Wildcat
concludes by reminding Settlers that many Indigenous Peoples will not share teachings of ceremonial
practices with just anyone or everyone. Dr. Wildcat also noted that respect builds trust, particularly
needed in further discussions about the power and beauty of the Sacred which surrounds both
Indigenous Peoples and Settlers.

Reread John 3:16-21. What is God calling us to be and do?

Explore what you have learned over the years about the light which Creator, Eternal Word, and Great
Spirit has shone on your journey towards a full life. Give thanks for the gifts freely given each day to
sustain you by those close to you. Pray to find ways to discover Creator, Eternal Word, and Great Spirit
at work in the lives of other people as well as being evident in the many living forms and material
aspects of Creation. David Franks



