VINE DELORIA JR.

Foreword

The twentieth century has produced a world of conflicting vi-
sions, intense emotions, and unpredictable events, and the op-
portunities for grasping the substance of life have faded as
the pace of activity has increased. Electronic media shuffle us
through a myriad of experiences which would have baffled
earlier generations and seem to produce in us a strange isola-
tion from the reality of human history. Our heroes fade into
mere personality, are consumed and forgotten, and we avidly
seek more avenues to express our humanity. Reflection is the
most difficult of all our activities because we are no longer able
to establish relative priorities from the multitude of sensations
that engulf us. Times such as these seem to illuminate the classic
expressions of eternal truths and great wisdom comes to stand
out in the crowd of ordinary maxims.

How fortunate it was that in the 1930s as the nation was roar-
ing into a new form of industrialism a Nebraska poet named
Neihardt traveled northward to the reservation of the Oglala
Sioux in search of materials for his classic epic work on the his-
tory of the West. That their conversations and companionship

~ should produce a religious classic, perhaps the only religious
~ classic of this century, is a testimony indeed to the continuing
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a temporary interlude in an inevitable march toward the mil-
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lennium. Its eloquent message was lost in the confusion of the
times. It was not rejected, but it was hardly received with the
veneration it now enjoys. The reception, in fact, reflected one of
those overly romantic but simplistic views which suggests that
all religions have some validity if they prevent us from acts of
bestiality and even the most primitive expressions of religious
truth are an effort to connect with the larger reality of Western
civilization.

Black Elk Speaks did not follow other contemporary works
into oblivion. Throughout the thirties, forties, and fifties it drew
a steady and devoted readership and served as a reliable expres-
sion of the substance that undergirded Plains Indian religious
beliefs. Qutside the Northern Plains, the Sioux tribe, and the
western mind set, there were few people who knew the book or
listened to its message. But crises mounted and, as we under-
stood the implications of future shock, the silent spring, and
the greening of America, people began to search for a universal
expression of the larger, more cosmic truths which industrial-
ism and progress had ignored and overwhelmed. In the 1960s
interest began to focus on Indians and some of the spiritual
realities they seemed to represent. Regardless of the other lit-
erature in the field, the scholarly dissertations with inflections
and nuances, Black Elk Speaks clearly dominated the literature
dealing with Indian religions.

Today the book is familiar reading for millions of people,
some of whom have no clear conception of Black Elk’s tribe, the
Oglala Sioux, and others of whom do not, as a rule, even like
Indians. The spiritual framework of the pipe ceremonies and the
story of Black ElK’s life and vision are well known, and specula-
tions on the nature and substance of Plains Indian religion use
the book as the criterion by which other books and interpretive
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essays are to be judged. If any great religious classic has emerged
in this century or on this continent, it must certainly be judged
in the company of Black Elk Speaks and withstand the criticism
which such a comparison would inevitably invite.

The most important aspect of the book, however, is not its
effect on the non-Indian populace who wished to learn some-
thing of the beliefs of the Plains Indians but upon the contem-
porary generation of young Indians who have been aggressively
searching for roots of their own in the structure of universal
reality. To them the book has become a North American bible of
all tribes. They look to it for spiritual guidance, for sociological
identity, for political insight, and for affirmation of the continu-
ing substance of Indian tribal life, now being badly eroded by
the same electronic media which are dissolving other American
communities.

Black Elk shared his visions with John Neihardt because he
wished to pass along to future generations some of the reality of
Oglala life and, one suspects, to share the burden of visions that
remained unfulfilled with a compatible spirit. Black Elk might
have been greatly surprised at the popularity of the book today.
He could not help but be pleased by it. If the old camp circle, the
sacred hoop of the Lakota, and the old days have been rudely
shattered by the machines of a scientific era, and if they can be
no more in the traditional sense, the universality of the images
and dreams must testify to the emergence of a new sacred hoop,
a new circle of intense community among Indians far outdis-
tancing the grandeur of former times. So important has this
book become that one cannot today attend a meeting on Indian
religion and hear a series of Indian speakers without recalling
the exact parts of the book that lie behind contemporary efforts
to inspire and clarify those beliefs that are “truly Indian.”
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As successful as the book is, the future appears unlimited in
contrast with its present achievements. We have not yet seen
that generation of theologians who always attend the birth of
great religious traditions. The present generation of Indian col-
lege students may well be harbingers of this era. Christianity and
Buddhism both took half a millennium to adequately express in
theological and philosophical frameworks the vision of univer-
sal substance which their founders promulgated and lived. Nei-
hardt’s Black Elk Speaks and When the Tree Flowered, and The
Sacred Pipe by Joseph Epes Brown, the basic works of the Black
Elk theological tradition, now bid fair to become the canon or
at least the central core of a North American Indian theological
canon which will someday challenge the Eastern and Western
traditions as a way of looking at the world. Certainly in Black
Elk’s visions we have a natural relationship to the rest of the cos-
mos devoid of the trial-court paradigm but incorporating the
theme of sacrifice so important to all religions in a consistent
and comprehensible way.

Present debates center on the question of Neihardt’s literary
intrusions into Black Elk’s system of beliefs and some scholars
have said that the book refiects more of Neihardt than it does of
Black Elk. It is, admittedly, difficult to discover if we are talking
with Black Elk or John Neihardt, whether the vision is to be in-
terpreted differently, and whether or not the positive emphasis
which the book projects is not the optimism of two poets lost in
the modern world and transforming drabness into an idealized
world. Can it matter? The very nature of great religious teach-
ings is that they encompass everyone who understands them
and personalities become indistinguishable from the transcen-
dent truth that is expressed. So let it be with Black Elk Speaks.
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That it speaks to us with simple and compelling language about
an aspect of human experience and encourages us to emphasize
the best that dwells within us is sufficient. Black Elk and John
Neihardt would probably nod affirmatively to that statement
and continue their conversation. It is good. It is enough.
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