
A



39ISSUE . 15

We Are the Soil That Walks
Kim Langbecker
Executive Director of the Sacred Fire Foundation

Kim is the Executive Director of the Sacred Fire 
Foundation with 20 years of experience working in 
the social sector.  Her ED experience includes Terra 
Conservation Initiative, and two non-profits which she 
founded: Indigenous Land Rights Fund and Journey to 
the Heart.

In his recent article for the Times 
Colonist, Dr. Trevor Hancock, retired 
professor and senior scholar at the 
University of Victoria’s School of Public 
Health and Social Policy said, “We need 
to learn from Indigenous people how to 
be stewards of nature.” He cited the 2019 
UN Human Development Report (HDR) 
focused on equalities in the Human 
Development Index (HDI) that omitted 
the HDI of Indigenous people. 

Dr. Hancock noted that in his December 
2020 speech to the UN, Secretary 
General Antonio Guterres stressed 
the important role Indigenous peoples 
play in “protecting nature and helping 
us move toward a healthy, just and 
sustainable future.” This was evident in 
the UN’s 2020 HDR, which discussed 
the contribution of Indigenous peoples 
in achieving sustainable development. 
Part of the report highlighted Indigenous 
peoples as “shapers and defenders 
of nature through agroforestry, the 
protection of coastal ecosystems and 
land-use-management”. Secretary 
General Guterres noted that even 
though their land is among the most 
vulnerable to climate change and 
environmental degradation, we need 
to “heed their voices, reward their 
knowledge, and respect their rights.” 

While Indigenous peoples make up 
less than 5% of the world’s population, 
they are still, as they have done for 
thousands of years, stewarding 80% of 
our remaining biodiversity. 

In the public discourse, we speak of the 
environmental changes precipitated 
by human actions.  We speak of 
sustainability and biodiversity and our 
relationship with the natural world.  
Relationship is a two-way reciprocal 
bond. However, today it seems to be a 
one-way conversation dominated by 
humans.  At this pivotal moment for life 
on Earth, we asked Indigenous Elders to 
help us consider this question: What is 
nature saying to the human family? 

“The healing starts with prayers. Praying 
and asking for forgiveness from all living 
beings for the damage humanity is doing. 
That’s enough, to ask the wildfires, trees 
and waters what they are saying to us. 
Ancient people understood the language 
of Nature, there are people who have 
preserved those capacities and it is 
important that their legacy continues. 
Working with youth and teaching them 
to be one with Nature is important. In 
sum, earth is asking humans to become 
one with Nature, stop being violent and 
listen to Nature.” Zhaparkul Raimbekov

As Rain, a Roma (Romani) tribal film 
maker says, “Every person on Earth is 
descended from a tribe, whether they 
know it, accept it, or acknowledge it. 
And everybody is Indigenous to Earth.”

Perhaps at no time in recorded human 
history, do we have more access to 
innovative ideas, vast repositories of 
knowledge, ingenuity, resources, and 
financial mechanisms.  We spend large 
sums of money sending women and men 

into space, researching what life might 
be like on other planets. Yet, we ignore 
the only home we have, Earth, and the 
urgent warnings she is giving us. 

“Indigenous, people of the earth, people 
of place and region. We are the soil that 
walks. The land and waters are evident in 
the sounds of our languages, our regalia, 
rich ceremonial life, social and ceremony 
dances and songs, medicines and foods.  
Ancient wisdom traditions, millennia 
old, tell of our origins in the Sky World, 
describe in detail the creation of this 
Earth, plant life, animal life, beings in 
the waters, flyers in the air, and finally 
human beings. The creation truths 
provide laws for human beings to take 
care of each other and take care of all 
the beings in creation as sentient beings. 
Ceremonies re-enact the creation of 
the Earth.  The power of prayers, of 
thanksgiving songs, offerings to the 
waters, trees, medicines, foods, Spiritual 
Beings, Thunders, winds, celestial beings 
and Ancestors ensures their abundance 
and fortitude. Messages from Mother 
Earth of fires, floods, hurricanes, signal 
a human family out of balance with one 
another, not understanding our roles 

While Indigenous peoples make 
up less than 5% of the world’s 
population, they are still, as 
they have done for thousands 
of years, stewarding 80% of 
our remaining biodiversity. 

and duties to each other and to the natural 
world. The world will not come back into 
balance until we do, as human family.” 
Kahontakwas Diane Longboat

“You see, the Earth is burning for a reason. 
The restoration of the sacred feminine 
is a Doctrine of Recovery for a planet in 
crisis. The past is always present in the 
future, and there is a universal knowledge 
retained by and within the sisterhood. 
Teetering upon this precipice as we are, 
tribal women hold and can call forth more 
of that essential wisdom. This may be the 
last chance to listen. The last chance to 
restore balance. The last chance to accept 
and receive healing. Historical amnesia has 
terminal consequences. Remember.” Rain.

Cultures worldwide speak of this time in 
our human evolution when women and 
the power of the sacred feminine finds 
its rightful place, not to dominate but to 
restore balance.  She will bring balance 
to the fire of the home, to the building of 
community, to the intentions of commerce 
and government, and to the healing of the 
Earth as the source of life.

Grandmother Pahan Pte San Win shares 
“The natural world forever calls the human 
family back to ourselves. We are lost 
by trying to live on the strength of our 
mind and body. When we come back to 
ourselves, we live in a holistic way. It is a 
process. First Creator awakens our heart, 
which informs our mind and assists with 
decision making. When action follows 
through the physical body, our Sacred 
Spirit guarantees success.  This process, 
which begins in a Sacred way, will never 
allow the kinds of decisions that have been 
made that pollute the air, water and our 
food supply, harm the natural world and 
all of life on Mother Earth, including the 
human nation. 

The natural world, animals, winged ones 
and medicines, call to us, ‘Remember who 
you are! You are Love and yet you live in 
suffering. You are joy and yet you live in 
sorrow. Happiness is your birthright. Seek 
this. Seek the Sacred.’ Then, humankind’s 
insatiable desire for more – more money, 
more power, more privilege - will be 
satiated. When we come back to ourselves, 
we will live in connection and harmony 
with the natural world. We will seek out 
sustainable ways that protect the well-
being of all from a place of Peace within.”

In her opinion piece for The Guardian, 
titled This is my message to the Western 
World, your civilization is killing life on 
earth, Nemonte Nenquimo, cofounder of 
the Indigenous-led nonprofit organization 
Ceibo Alliance, the first female president 
of the Waorani organization of Pastaza 
province and one of Time’s 100 most 
influential people in the world writes this 
in her message to the nine presidents of 
Amazonian countries and world leaders:  
“…what I can say is that it has to do with 
thousands and thousands of years of love 
for this forest, for this place. Love in the 
deepest sense, as reverence. This forest 
has taught us how to walk lightly, and 
because we have listened, learned and 
defended her, she has given us everything: 
water, clean air, nourishment, shelter,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

medicines, happiness, meaning. And you 
are taking all this away, not just from us, 
but from everyone on the planet, and from 
future generations.  And so I say to all 
of you: the Earth does not expect you to 
save her, she expects you to respect her. 
And we, as Indigenous peoples, expect the 
same.”

The Maasai speak of how we have 
forgotten our connection between Earth 
and Sky and are waiting for the answers 
that are already within us.  “Between 
Sky and Earth is a meeting point for all 
of us to share our vision, to understand 
and to connect. Mother nature now is 
responding to how we are smart, but we 
have less ways of thinking about nature. 
The response is coming back from Mother 
Nature to say ‘come slowly, be together, 
work hard for knowing that nature will 
always win’. Nature was sad, the wind was 
sad, the Earth was sad, the rivers were sad.
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“People are saying “climate change”, 
and it’s there already. We are missing 
a strong connection to each other.  
The Maasai people read the wind, 
the morning, evening and night sky, 
changing colors. But now we are 
not reading directly to each other’s 
faces, staying quiet to our minds, 
and reading between me and you. 
We don’t understand each other, or 
help our kids to understand. We are 
not bringing information back to the 
young generation, and they are not 
coming back to the ways of nature 
and traditional beliefs.  Number one 
is to come together for more peaceful 
and strong beliefs to empower our 
communities, to know that number one 
is to love each other.”  Chief Salaton Ole 
Ntutu 

The Maasai have a name for each and 
every tree. Trees such as the Oreteti 
are deeply spiritual.

When they need to gather herbs for 
healing, they go to the forest and 
choose a tree, go to that tree, sit and 
do a prayer to respect the tree and ask 
permission to cut bark or roots. After 
they cut, they take soil and apply to the 
cut area so that it can grow back again, 
and is not left naked and injured.

When Maasai men have a new age set 
like beginning warrior training, they 
cut a branch of the tree and use it to 
make fire by rubbing it against another 
kind of wood.

These kinds of rituals are present in 
every culture around the world.  Each 
has unique harvest and planting rituals, 
birth and death, rites of passage, and 
so on. Many hold sophisticated ways of 
marking seasons using the stars, moon 
and sun, building their homes and other 
structures to be in alignment with 
the movement of the cosmos.  Chaco 
Canyon in New Mexico, USA and Tulum, 
in Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula are just 
two examples. 

Dr. Hancock shares this from Wairoa, 
a Maori word for health that comes 
from the words for water and life.  
The Indigenous Peoples’ Statement 
for Planetary Health and Sustainable 
Development, which resulted from 
a 2019 global conference on health 
promotion held in Aotearoa, New 
Zealand, “Core features of Indigenous 
worldviews are the interactive 
relationship between spiritual and 
material realms, intergenerational and 

collective orientations, that Mother 
Earth is a living being – a ‘person’ with 
whom we have special relationships 
that are a foundation for identity, 
and the interconnectedness and 
interdependence between all that exists, 
which locates humanity as part of 
Mother Earth’s ecosystems alongside our 
relations in the natural world.”

 
The Indigenous people of Kyrgyzstan 
have long held the belief that 
“humankind was created to hold the 
balance between sky and earth, and to 
be one with Nature, small and bigger 
beings. Because humans were pure, they 
could understand and know nature, 
they didn’t even spit into water or break 
water. Through sacred sites they could 
navigate nature, for example, some 
shamans could call for rain in times of 
drought. Universal power was held by 
humans because humans were kind 
and pure and Nature conspired with 
them. All what I am saying is not ancient 
history, it’s modern history. 8th century 
AD. To revive these capabilities, we just 
need to take care of Mother Nature. 
Every life being is alive. Each species, 
each kind had a protector. And Kyrgyz 
knew how to communicate with them.” 
Zhaparkul Raimbekov

Indigenous technology or innovation 
is often misunderstood.  In his piece 
written for The Conversation, part of 
Social Sciences Week, Andrew Peters, 
a lecturer in Indigenous Studies at 
Swinburne University of Technology 
notes that the pandemic has “highlighted 
our need for connection and forced 
billions of people to adapt to a changed 
world”. Technology, and in particular 
information technology which is keeping 
people connected, is more important 
than ever. He notes that while “the 
pandemic is posing many problems for 
our modern, technological world, it also 
presents an opportunity to embrace 

ancient and valuable Indigenous 
knowledges”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
He shares how Indigenous knowledge 
and technology have existed and been 
linked since the beginning of time. When 
thinking about the role of technology 
and how it can be beneficial rather than 
destructive, he notes that Indigenous 
concepts such as relationality and 
connection, reciprocity, reflexivity, and 
country are the foundation upon which 
we can collectively use technology for 
the good of all. 

Mr. Peters sites specific examples such 
as fire management, Native agriculture 
and aquaculture, astronomy and geology, 
health and well-being, as well as Native 
foods and medicines. While his piece 
is focused on Aboriginal innovation 
in Australia, this knowledge lives with 
Indigenous knowledge holders around 
the world. Further, these concepts 
are about working with the living 
world, rather than fighting against or 
dominance over it.

Our human cleverness and capacity to 
innovate often eclipses our listening. 
We need to hear what nature is saying 
and restore our relationship through 
respectful actions. In our rush to 
immediate solutions, new technologies 
often create more problems than they 
solve, creating new toxins, new sources 
of trash, increasing extraction that 
damages fragile ecosystems and imperils 
lives.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“When I was young, we didn’t have 
plastics. We had gourds or banana leaves. 

Everything was biodegradable. What 
is happening to the waters around the 
world is just so drastically devastating. I 
don’t know how long it will take for them 
to renew themselves. We are children 
of the same Creator. This is all part of 
the great creation – everything – all 
the animals, the trees, the flowers.  The 
‘Little People’, duendas in my language, 
are asking for our prayers. They are the 
helpers, the protectors. They take care 
of everything and everybody. They have 
asked to tell the people not to forget to 
pray for them because they are carrying 
a heavy load”. Grandmother Flordemayo  

“For the good of all of nature, including 
you and your descendants, and to reveal 
to you the love and unselfishness, order, 
beauty, variety, diversity of the Big 
Creator God; please take care of us and 
don’t abuse us and exploit us. We all 
have our unique and useful part to play 
in our co- existence. All these are telling 
mankind that our dear planet earth 
is increasingly deteriorating through 
mankind’s greed, abuse, exploitation 
and lack of care and wise stewardship. 
The natural world is telling us through 
wildfires, soil condition, hurricanes, 
tornadoes, earthquakes and melting 
glaciers that this world is heading 

towards a catastrophic end.” Ratu  
Waisea Vuniwa

“The ocean reveals and washes up all 
that we throw in. All the animals and 
elements show us our actions. When 
man does wrong and there is human 
error, we suffer consequences like 
bushfires. Know fire like your mother 
and father and respect it. You too can 
speak to the fire, an element created by 
the great ones of creation. Without fire 
there is no light. Earthquakes, hurricanes 
and tornadoes are all part of the living 
spirit elements doing their work keeping 
the balance of living life in the way we 
live with Mother Earth. We can prevent 
disaster when we work together and 
with every nation’s help and support.” 
Bunna Lawrie

“The seasons of the earth have gone 
deep, and thus a warmer climate. The 
ocean currents have gone deep, so it 
feels as if the healers should also gather 
and go deep to bring healing, and bring 
everything back up to the surface.” Lys 
and Isak Kruiper

“Recognizing our humanity as part of 
a larger network of connections that 
includes all living things.” This important 

and prescient statement comes from 
the 2020 UN HDR focused on urging 
humanity to return to being relationship 
with nature, as stewards for future 
generations. 

Over the last few years, the number of 
articles, research studies, and anecdotal 
evidence in support of the critical role 
Indigenous People play in climate change 
and the environment, has been steadily 
making its way into the mainstream 
conversation. 

In 5 Reasons Why Indigenous 
Communities are Imperative to the 
Climate Change Conversation, a blog 
written for Nature Canada, the author 
says, “Working with Indigenous 
communities will be imperative to 
restoring the Earth…”. 

The Indigenous people of 
Kyrgyzstan have long held the 
belief that “humankind was 
created to hold the balance 
between sky and earth, and to 
be one with Nature, small and 
bigger beings. 

Our human cleverness and 
capacity to innovate often 
eclipses our listening. We need 
to hear what nature is saying 
and restore our relationship 
through respectful actions.

We live at a pivotal point in 
human history. We have a 
choice, an opportunity to bring 
balance back to our world if 
we are willing to listen to the 
messages and wisdom that has 
endured for eons.
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People are saying “climate 
change”, and it’s there already. 
We are missing a strong 
connection to each other.  The 
Maasai people read the wind, 
the morning, evening and night 
sky, changing colors. But now 
we are not reading directly 
to each other’s faces, staying 
quiet to our minds, and reading 
between me and you.
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First, and foremost, find out whose land you 
live and work on.  Native-land.ca is an excellent 
resource, constantly adding new information. 
Learn about being an ally and how land 
acknowledgements are an important step in 
realizing the true history of where you live.

There are many excellent books available written 
by Indigenous authors that share teachings on how 
to live more connected to the Earth and all living 
beings.  Braiding Sweetgrass, Sacred Instructions, 
and SAND TALK are great places to start.  

Find out where your ancestors are from, even if you 
think you know your history. 

Mohawk Elder Tom Porter is often asked to visit 
communities around the world to share his wisdom 
and teachings. In 2019, he visited an intentional 
community in Germany. The residents asked if he 
would teach them a ceremony to help them have a 
bountiful strawberry harvest. Tom explained that 
they needed to learn about their own ceremonies. 
Every ceremony is different.  How one tribe 
celebrates harvest is specific to that community. It 
is tied directly to the land.  

Having an Indigenous mindset doesn’t require 
special training or years of study.  It requires us 
to be in a place of gratitude. To see our place in 
the world as caretakers for the next generations. 
To understand that all life is interconnected and 
precious.  

President Biden recently invited Tribal 
representatives from the United States to the 
White House to hear their concerns and ideas 
for working together.  One Elder shared that for 
Indigenous people, they think about 7 generations 
into the future, not just every 4 years.  

We can give thanks every day for the abundance in 
our lives.  We can step outside no matter where we 
are, and put our face to the sun to feel the warmth.  
When we walk in the woods or forest, we can take a 
moment to smell the unique fragrance of the moss, 
the trees, the creatures who live there. We can 
stop and take a moment to listen to the bird song, 
unique to where we live. These are ways of walking 
in the world that reconnects us to the web of life 
– simple, yet profound ways to bring the teachings 
of respect, reciprocity and gratitude into our own 
lives. 

Pacha Kanchay (Yanakuna) from the Sierra Nevada 
del Cocuy in Colombia gives this perspective on 
just how connected we are to Mother Earth:  the 
wind through our breath, the fire in our belly, the 
minerals in our bones, and the water that flows 
through our body. 

 Perhaps this remembering, that we are inseparable 
from Mother Earth is the anecdote we need to 
begin to address the challenges we collectively face. 
We when harm her, we’re harming ourselves. 

HOW DO WE INCORPORATE AN INDIGENOUS  
MINDSET INTO OUR OWN LIVES?

“Mother Earth is speaking to us loud and 
clear. The ways in which we, humans, 
operate in the world today are hurting 
Mother Earth and all her children. She 
is trying to help us correct ourselves 
before we become threatened as a 
species. If we don’t pay attention NOW, 
we will soon be “done visiting this planet’. 
It is not a question about whether or 
not Mother Earth will survive. She has 
survived for billions of years, and she 
will survive for billions more.” Ilarion 
(Kuuyux) Merculieff

We live at a pivotal point in human 
history. We have a choice, an 
opportunity to bring balance back to our 
world if we are willing to listen to the 
messages and wisdom that has endured 
for eons. It is time to make decisions 
based not on our immediate needs but 
the needs of those who will come after 
us. This will require us to come together, 
with western innovation, Indigenous 
innovation and Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge (TEK) to face the dual crises 
of climate change and species loss. We 

cannot do this without honoring the 
divine feminine, without listening to 
what Mother Earth is saying, and  
without understanding what the wisdom 
keepers still remember. Transformation 
is possible – Indigenous led and 
informed. What will we choose?
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