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Good afternoon. The work I’m about to present was done at St. Catherine University in
St. Paul, Minnesota, which is located on Dakota land supposedly ceded to the US in an 1805
treaty—a treaty that the US Senate later determined had never been promulgated, had not been
considered binding on the Dakota, and whose terms were never fulfilled by the US.1 St. Kate’s is
only a few blocks from the Mississippi River, and 3 miles from the confluence of the Mississippi
and Minnesota rivers: we are within the scope of a place known to the Dakota as Bdote. As a

1

It does appear that General Pike made an arrangement in 1805 with two Sioux
Indians for the purchase of the lands of that tribe, including the Faribault island, but
there is no evidence that this agreement, to which there is not even a witness, and in
which no consideration was named, was ever considered binding upon the Indians, or
that they ever yielded up the possession of their lands under it.. [I]t was never
promulgated, nor can it be now found upon the statute books, like any other treaty—if
indeed a treaty it may be called—nor were its stipulations ever complied with on the
part of the United States." 1856 Military Affairs Committee of the US Senate. Cited on
http://treatiesmatter.org/treaties/land/1805-dakota
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general term, bdote refers to the coming together of two bodies of water—but the bdote of the
Mississippi and Minnesota rivers is special. It is not simply a bdote but the Bdote, the center of
the world, where creation itself began and where the Dakota people began.

It is also where the US built Fort Snelling—and where the US imprisoned over 1600 Dakota
people, mostly women and children, after the US-Dakota war of 1862. In the words of the
Reverend Jim Bear Jacobs, Bdote—once a place of such goodness and sacredness that women
would travel on foot for days at the end of their pregnancies in order to give birth there—Bdote
is now a place of both genesis and genocide. My work took shape in the context of this place and
its history and its many people and nations (human and non-human), and my intent, though
certainly imperfect, is to honor that.
In addition to remembering and acknowledging Bdote, I would also like to acknowledge
that we are gathered today on land that is the traditional home and unceded territory of the
Kumeyaay Nation.
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As part of acknowledging both the historical events that preceded us and the ongoing colonial
presence on this land, I’d like to invite you to commit to some sort of action in response. I would
suggest, as a possibility, that if you don’t already know whose land your university is built on,
that you find out; and if you do know, take another step—perhaps find out how your university is
currently engaging with the nation whose land you are occupying, or begin that engagement
yourself. For example, at St. Kate’s, our theology department is currently reworking our budget
to enable us to pay for Native American educators to bring our students to a series of Dakota
sacred places as part of some of our core classes. Most of our students were born and raised in
Minnesota and yet have never heard of the 1862 Dakota-US war, nor do they know about the
prison camp at Bdote; making sure that their theological education incorporates this knowledge
is one small step towards truthfulness about who we are and where we live.
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The 2016 protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL), begun by the Lakota
people of the Standing Rock Indian Reservation and joined by thousands of people from many
cultures and backgrounds, attempted to protect the land and especially the water of Standing
Rock from the inevitable spills and contamination that would follow the construction of an oil
pipeline through the reservation. Ultimately the protests were not successful in stopping the
pipeline: the camps were closed; the pipeline was built; and there have already been several
minor spills and leaks. Here you can see on the map where the Standing Rock Reservation is—
the yellow area on the left-hand map; the second map is a close-up, and the red arrow points to
the same location in both maps. You can also see the Missouri River, which runs basically northsouth where the pipeline crosses it. In the close-up map, you can see both where sacred sites
were bulldozed, and (of course) the original pipeline route, that would have endangered the city
of Bismarck.
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The protests at Standing Rock were unique in bringing together members of over 300
federally-recognized Native American tribes in one place for a single, cross-tribal purpose. Many
non-Native people joined them: some were motivated by environmental concerns, others by
religious commitments to justice and anti-racism, and some by a combination of those concerns.

For white Christians who traveled to Standing Rock, joining the protests was both an
expression of their faith and a stark reminder of the ways that Christianity was a significant part
of the problem, both historically and today. The Christian “Doctrine of Discovery” laid the
foundation for taking Native land, and Christian understandings of the Earth as merely the stage
for a purely human drama served as no small part of the cultural consciousness that continues to
enable abuse of land and water throughout the world today.
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During the #NoDAPL protests, the Lakota saying, “Mni wiconi,” usually translated as
“Water is life,” was adopted by many as the key slogan of their intent and activism. In addition,
many Native activists at Standing Rock identified themselves not as protestors but as “Water
Protectors,” thus defining their work with respect to the water, not the pipeline. White Christians
who either traveled to Standing Rock or who supported the protests from afar saw immediate
connections to their own spirituality: water is of course central to the Christian sacrament of
baptism—the sacrament marking new life—and the religious symbolism of water within the
Christian faith is rich and deep. “Water is life” made sense. “Water is life” resonated.
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Yes, absolutely, mni wiconi! Water is life! The resonance with Christian spirituality is
clear in the way Episcopal presiding bishop Michael Curry responded to Standing Rock. He said:
In the Episcopal Church, when we baptize a new follower of Jesus Christ, we pray
these words over the water of baptism. “We thank you, Almighty God, for the
gift of water.” We then recall how God used water to bless his people in the Bible,
from the story of creation in Genesis, the emancipation of Hebrew slaves in
Exodus, to the baptism of the Lord Jesus in the River Jordan. Indeed, “Water is a
gift from the creator.” To sustain it and to protect it is to “safeguard the integrity
of God’s creation,” and therefore to protect human and other forms of life created
by Almighty God. That work warrants our full and prayerful support.
[Curry continued] The people of Standing Rock Sioux Reservation,
standing in solidarity with hundreds of other indigenous nations and allies, are
calling us anew to respect and protect this sacred gift of God, and in so doing to
respect and protect God's gift of human life. In protesting the construction of the
Dakota Access Pipeline, they recognize the gift of water to all of us, a gift given
to us by our Creator. The Sioux remind us “mni wiconi” or “water is life.” This
God-given resource courses through our mighty rivers and our human veins,
working to renew and reinvigorate all of creation.2
Clearly Presiding Bishop Curry is supportive of what the Water Protectors are doing;
clearly he sees connections between their actions and Episcopal prayer and spirituality. And yet
“Water is life,” as described by Bishop Curry and as understood from the perspective of Western

2

“Statement in support of the advocacy of the people of Standing Rock Sioux Reservation,” August 16, 2016.
Retrieved from https://episcopalchurch.org/posts/publicaffairs/presiding-bishop-michael-curry-statement-supportadvocacy-people-standing-rock
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white Christians, is in fact a terribly limited—to the point of being flatly erroneous—
understanding of mni wiconi. Lakota scholar and activist Nick Estes points out that mni wiconi
would more accurately be translated “water is alive.” More than that: water has agency, even
personhood. The Missouri River—Mni Sose to the Lakota—is a living person, a relative. It is
not—in Bishop Curry’s words—“a God-given resource.”
There is an enormous difference here in the fundamental approach to what water is and
why we should respect it. Honoring God’s gift of water by safeguarding the environmental
integrity of the Missouri River is a beautiful thing—but it is a much different thing than
understanding Mni Sose as your relative, a living person with rights and integrity of her own, and
honoring your kinship with her by standing with her and protecting her from danger.
The first position—protecting the environmental integrity of a river out of respect for the
goodness of God’s creation—assumes that the relationship between human beings and the river
is a relationship between a person and a thing: yes, water is life, the basis of all life on earth, but
water is in the end not living. It is a thing, an inanimate object. The second position—protecting
your relative, the living Mni Sose—assumes that the river is alive, and indeed that the river is a
person. To a Western mindset, this makes absolutely no sense—or at most, it’s a lovely poetic
image, very romantic, metaphorically rich but not real. Not scientific. Not in any way based in
reality.
And since spirituality, in the end, is about our relationship to reality—we are trying to
figure out what’s “really real,” and live our lives in accordance with that ultimate reality—
Christians who figure out what mni wiconi really means are left with a problem: this statement
about water does not correspond to our understanding of reality. Now what? Do we continue to
assert “Water is life” but with our fingers crossed, knowing that we don’t mean what we’re
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saying? Doesn’t that undermine the solidarity we were trying to establish with the Native people
of Standing Rock? Isn’t it patronizing—quite frankly, isn’t it racist?
Or—option two—do we stop saying it, and substitute something more reasonable, like
“Water is precious” or “Water is necessary,” or even “Clean water is a human right”? Or—
option 3, and here’s where things get interesting—do we decide to acknowledge that this
disjunction between what mni wiconi means and what we believe about reality might mean that
we’re mistaken? What if we’re not dealing here with romanticism or with a mistaken view of
reality, but instead with a different epistemology, a different metaphysics? And what does that
different metaphysics mean, not just for a Christian understanding of the spirituality of water but
for a Christian understanding of all creation and the human place within creation?
This third option is the one I would challenge us to take up. We have been drifting in this
direction for a long time: our once rock-solid conviction that human beings are a separate,
special part of creation has been significantly undermined in the past 150 years or so by a variety
of scientific discoveries: Darwin and his successors revealed the evolutionary connections
between humans and apes, and indeed across all of life on Earth; astronomy and astrophysics
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discovered that all the iron in our bodies was forged in earlier generations of stars, thus
connecting us to the universe outside our own solar system; ecological research demonstrates
that our breathing is intimately bound up with the oxygen and carbon dioxide production of
plants, thus connecting us to things growing in our immediate environment; and medical research
has discovered that the human body contains and is dependent on colonies of bacteria nestled not
just on our skin but deep in our guts and even in our genes,3 thus connecting us to microscopic
forms of life we hadn’t even imagined before. More and more, we understand that we are not
separate from life on earth; we are part of it. We are connected to apes and stars and trees and
bacteria. In fact, as Pope Francis reminds us in Laudato Si’, everything is connected, and we as
human beings are connected to everything.
And yet in significant ways, we still do not believe this—or rather, it has not yet reshaped
the Western understanding of the relationship between human beings and animals, human beings
and plants, and human beings and what we see as the non-living world around us. In the Western
mindset, we are so clearly different from other animals that it doesn’t really make sense to
emphasize our connections instead of our differences. Sure prairie dogs have a significant
collection of barks, clicks, and chirps that correspond to a variety of predators and even give
detailed information about the particular predator they’re warning their companions about, but
seriously, when it comes to language: we have Shakespeare.

3

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/strange-but-true-humans-carry-more-bacterialcells-than-human-ones/
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And sure the male bowerbird builds and decorates a complex and colorful nest, and the
whooping crane does a completely wild and fabulous mating dance, but as far as buildings go,
we built the Taj Mahal, and we have not just one kind of dance but myriad cultural forms of
dance and movement that are far beyond what any bird can manage.
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And that’s just animals! When it comes to plants—or mountains, or rivers, or rocks—it’s
clear that human beings are simply another order of being. We’re different. We’re better. There’s
clearly a hierarchy and we’re at the top.
But to a non-Western way of conceptualizing the world, everything I just said is baffling,
even ludicrous. For example, in the Lakota understanding of the relationship between humans
and the rest of the natural world, it is clear that the weakest form of life, the one most to be
pitied, is humanity.

We are children. We are not the culmination of all creation but the younger sibling,
struggling to survive and in need of help from all the older, wiser, stronger beings around us.
Where would we be without the gifts given to us by the animals and plants who feed and clothe
us, the rivers that provide our water and take us where we need to go, the land itself that brings
forth crops? We are in need of so much; we are in debt to so many. There’s clearly not a
hierarchy but a complex web of interconnections, and we are not at the top of anything, but
deeply enmeshed in more relationships than we can count.
So. We are now looking at two very different ways of conceptualizing the place of human
beings in the world. In the first, the Western or European-colonialist understanding, human
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beings are essentially separate from and better than the rest of the natural world. One way to
express this is that human beings are, in essence, the only beings that count as “persons.” A
person here is a being with a certain normative moral status, a bearer of rights. Moreover, it is
usually understood that those rights and that status is based on certain capacities: a person is
someone who either has or potentially has one or several of the following capacities:
consciousness, rationality, a sense of self, a sense of the future and past, and the ability to make
choices.
In the second understanding of the place of human beings in the world, human beings are
not the only persons. Persons—those with normative moral status, those with consciousness,
those who have rights we must respect—persons in this understanding include animals, trees,
sometimes mountains or stars or lakes or rivers—and even . . . rocks.

In his essay, “The Stones Shall Cry Out: Consciousness, Rocks, and Indians,” Native
American theologian George Tinker argues that “rocks talk and have what we must call
consciousness.”4 He acknowledges that this claim might seem “audacious,” but goes on to argue

4

Wicazo Sa Review (19:2, Fall 2004), p. 106.
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that it is not “just a theological, religious, or mythological cognitional perspective on the part of
Indian peoples. Rather, [he says] it stems from our observed experiential knowledge, over
countless generations, of the world around us.”5
And it is this knowledge that we as Western Christians need to explore in order to
understand mni wiconi. Again, we’ve been drifting in this direction for quite awhile. We do in
fact recognize some non-humans as persons: beyond Mitt Romney’s famous remark,
“Corporations are people, my friend,” there is a growing movement around the world to
recognize not just legal entities such as corporations or institutions but natural entities such as
rivers and lakes as persons. In New Zealand, the Whanganui River was granted legal personhood
in 2017.6

5
6

Wicazo Sa Review, p. 118
MPR news. August 3 2019 “Should rivers have the same legal rights as humans?”
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In India, the Ganges and the Yamuna Rivers are now legally persons, as are several
Himalayan glaciers.7 The city of Toledo recently passed legislation making Lake Erie a legal
person able to sue polluters—although the State of Ohio promptly nullified the law.8 Just a few
months ago, Bangladesh became the first country to grant all of its rivers the same legal status as
humans.9 In Oregon, the Yurok Tribe has declared that the Klamath River has rights of
personhood, and in Minnesota, the White Earth band of Ojibwe adopted a Bill of Rights for
Manoomin, or wild rice, and the freshwater sources it needs to survive.10
The movement to grant legal personhood to rivers, glaciers, and other entities of the
natural world is growing, and is rooted in an attempt to protect these beings from pollution,
climate change, or human destruction in general. The key point is that a legal person is
“wrongable,” that is, someone who can suffer harm, or wrong—and is also someone who has the
right to sue to stop that harm. Now on the one hand, recognizing rivers and forests etc. as having
the right not to be harmed, and having standing to sue in court to stop that harm: that’s great. On
the other hand, it again falls into the category of a valiant-but-ultimately-misguided-andmistaken Western attempt to understand a Native concept. In Australia, Aboriginal scholar Dr.
Virginia Marshall argues that applying legal personhood to rivers and other living things “is
counterintuitive from an Aboriginal perspective, and essentially counterproductive.”11 The entire
idea of “the rights of nature paradigm,” she points out, rests on the assumption that “all ‘beings’
seek to ‘exploit, destroy, and abuse’ the earth.” This assumption is a denial of the experience and
activity of indigenous people—and it leads to lawmaking that ignores indigenous knowledge,

7

http://www.humanosphere.org/environment/2017/04/india-grants-glaciers-legal-personhood-effort-protect/
https://theintercept.com/2019/08/29/lake-erie-bill-of-rights-ohio/
9
MPR news August 3 2019 “Should rivers have the same legal rights as humans?”
10
High Country News, “The Klamath River now has the legal rights of a person” Anna V Smith Sept 24, 2019
11
“Overturning aqua nullius—An Aboriginal perspective on personhood.” International Water Law Project Blog.
Monday April 9, 2018.
8
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erases indigenous history, and even prevents current indigenous work to fulfill their obligations
to the landscapes in which they live:
The Indigenous peoples of Australia have a primary, unique, and inherent
obligation to exercise the ownership, protection, and management of the
Australian environment, but Australian domestic laws and policies do not fully
support Indigenous Australians in the exercise of such obligations . . . [instead
identifying] Indigenous First Peoples in Australia as merely another stakeholder
or special interest group.12
The move towards legal personhood for rivers, then, is not really a Western move
towards a Native understanding of the natural world, despite how promising it might seem at first
glance. However, it does provide an opening for Western people to begin to take a few steps
down the road of seeing non-humans as persons, because it does change our relationship with
these beings. In philosophical discussions of personhood, there is an ongoing argument between
those who see personhood as monadic—that is, as dependent solely on the capacities of
individuals—and those who see personhood as dyadic, or essentially relational. In other words:
Whether something counts as a person depends in some way on an attitude taken
toward it, a stance adopted with respect to it . . . It is not the case that once we
have established the objective fact that something is a person, we treat him or her
or it in a certain way, but that our treating him or her or it in this certain way is
somehow and to some extent constitutive of its being a person.13

12

“Overturning aqua nullius”
Dennett qtd in Arto Laitinen, “Sorting Out Aspects of Personhood: Capacities, Normativity and Recognition,”
Journal of Consciousness Studies 14:5-7 (2007) p. 2
13
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How we treat things matters; how we treat things shapes our understanding of what those
things are and how we should treat them. If we treat something as a person, it becomes a person
to us; our actions come to define what we think. Theologically we express this movement from
actions to belief as “lex orandi, lex credendi” –the law of prayer shapes the law of belief. What
we do constructs what we think; we can change our minds by doing things differently. Thus
giving rivers legal standing to sue when they are harmed leads us to understand them as having
the right not to be harmed—that is, as having a dignity that should not be violated. Legal
personhood, then, while not grounded in a Native understanding of the true relationship between
human beings and the rest of the world, still gives Westerners the chance to begin to see rivers as
something more than resources, something more than property.
But we obviously need more than legal personhood if we are to truly engage with Native
understandings of the true relationship between human beings and the natural world. What we
need, I would argue, is a willingness to experiment, as a spiritual practice, with establishing
a relationship with a particular being in the natural world. In his most recent book, The
Great Conversation: Nature and the Care of the Soul, theologian Belden Lane calls on us to do
just that. “What would happen if you were to give yourself to a particular mentor in the natural
world?”14 he asks. And this is not something that we can merely think about—it’s something that
we need to get outside and do. “We don’t learn about trees without climbing and sleeping in
them,” he reminds us. “We can’t understand caves without spending time in them alone in the
dark. We won’t appreciate the wildness of wolves without hearing them howl in the night a few
hundred yards away in a Montana wilderness.”15 Lane describes in detail his own decades-long

14
15

Lane p. 8
Lane p. 10
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relationship with a cottonwood tree he calls Grandfather; this relationship has fundamentally
reshaped his understanding not just of the world around him but also of God:
My falling in love with a tree has . . . been a profound experience of the sacred [he
tells us]. Not in spite of, but because of the mundane nature of the exchange. I
increasingly encounter God’s presence in the rough touch of bark and the sound of
rustling leaves . . . The God I encountered growing up in the evangelical fervor of
the American South was, by contrast, an interventionist in the natural order, seen
mainly in the miraculous. There wasn’t much to celebrate in a world where God
appeared only in the rare interruptions of nature. The spirituality I remember was a
pretty thin gruel—not much to feed the soul. The God I marvel at now has
outgrown the child I was then.16
If, then, we are to take seriously the metaphysics behind Mni Wiconi and decide whether
or not to accept this understanding of reality; if we are to honestly and deeply engage with and
explore Native understandings of the relationship between human beings and the rest of the
natural world, well then: we need to find a tree to fall in love with—or a river, or a rock.

16

Lane p 7
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We need to engage in the long-term, intentional practice of coming to know this being,
and to discover for ourselves whether it becomes a person to us. Only then will we know whether
our familiar Western understanding of inanimate, unconscious nature is really real, or whether
the Native understanding of a world of living persons better describes reality. Only after we do
this will we finally know whether we can say Mni Wiconi with the people of Standing Rock.

