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CHAPTER 1

SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY AND
AN ANIMISTIC RELIGION

One of the least successful endeavors of the Christian Church in the
Western Hemisphere, though one of the oldest ones, has been the Christian-
izing of the Native American, the American Indian. This is especially
true among western Indian groups, including the Navajo, the people whose
religion is the subject of this study. Much has been written on-the sub-
Jject, especially in recent years, by ethnographers, sociologists and
psychologists. The Church itself has finally become involved in the
attempt to analyze the situation.

Many reasons have been set forward. Among these are: lack of
understanding of another culture; failure to respect a different culture;
paternalism; and the Church functioning as a civilizing agent for the
government. But, according to the opinion and understanding of this
writer, the most obvious one of all has been overlooked: almost no com-
prehension of the native religious beliefs of these people.

A1l societies have their cultural values determined in part by
either their religious values or their lack of them. More advanced soci-
eties are also affected to a greater degree by other influences. The
culture of a more primitive society is developed and affected almost
exclusively by its religion. The latter is still true of many of the
American Indians of the Twentieth Century, including the Navajo.

1
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Many of the Navajo themselves fail to recognize this because of the
effects of acculturation. The influences of a dominant anglo society
with its emphasis upon materialism have had their impact. Especially
younger Navajo people know that certain things are done or not done in
their society as a matter of growing up with these values, but they are
ignorant of the religious principles which dictated these values.

Many secular writers of differing disciplines have endeavored to
explain religious values from the point of view of a particular secular
discipline. They have frequently given gratuitous advice to the Church
how to meet needs and establish guidelines. While many of the writers
have been quite sincere, and some of the advice has been helpful to a
degree, they have all fallen short for the Church. The Church must meet
these problems and deal with them from within the understanding of its
own discipline; theology.

Because this writer failed to find anything authoritative on Navajo
religion produced by a theologian, he has attempted this study. It was
decided that Navajo theology should be approached from the standpoint of
systematic theology, especially within the area of dogmatics. Some years
ago the writer produced material on the peyote cult among the American
Indians. At that time he expressed himself on the difficulty of system-
atizing a syncretistic re]igion.] The difficulties encountered at that
time were compounded this time. Were the choice given again to write on
this subject, the probable choice would be to refrain from it.

Ten years of study have gone into this work, either directly or

indirectly. One conclusion reached was that there never would be a

]Wa]ter W. Snyder, "The Native American Church - Its Origin,
Ritual, Doctrine and Ethic," Oklahoma Anthropological Yearbook, XVII,

1969.
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perfect understanding of Navajo theology by a Christian theologian. The
entire mind-set is different. This is not to imply that there can be no
understanding, nor that the research for this work was not thorough.
Within the limitations imposed on him, this writer has endeavored to go
as far toward reaching an understanding of Navajo theology as, he believes,
it is possible for a non-Navajo of the traditional type to go.
The original intent of this work was to cover the entire span of
systematic theology. It was recognized that some elements of Navajo
theology would probably not fit under each of the ZoeZz of Christian dogma,
especially as these are understood within the framework of Lutheran the-
ology. This was not possible. The work would have been of too great a
length. The work is limited now to the doctrine of god, the doctrine of
man, the doctrine of sin, and soteriology. B
The doctrine of god will itself be the subject of five chapters. :
These five chapters will treat the subjects of: The First God; The g
Former Gods; The Latter Gods; The Present Gods; and, Demonology. There i
was a serious question whether the last two chapters should come under l
the doctrine of god or not. The first thought was that they should be 5
under the separate categories of angelology and demonolagy since they |
both dealt with spirits. However, in both instances these are spirits
that are worshipped. Therefore, the final decision was that they should
properly go under the doctrine of god. This is one of the problems in
fitting an animistic, pluralistic religion into a systematic theology.
The First God, Chapter III, presents some special problems which
are dealt with more fully within that chapter. It is necessary, however,
to point out now that it goes contrary to one of the basic premises of

anthropologists. Anthropologists generally hold that religion is devel-
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opmental with man, proceeding from animism into more complex forms of
polytheism, until finally in a few instances, a monotheism deve]ops.2
The chapters on god will show rather a developmental concept of god pro-
ceeding from one into many. The concept of one god is a nebulous one.

It does not appear in more than a very few written reports. It is seldom
mentioned in oral traditions, and what Tittle is mentioned is quite
abstract. The writer believes though that the conclusion he has reached
that the Navajo concept of god has its origins in monotheism is genuine.
This is in harmony with the Christian belief that God is one, and that

sin has caused all other religions to add to this oneness as their under-
standing was darkened.

The chapters on the former and latter gods deal with the hierarchal
system of the gods. These were gods who as they were created, appeared,
or multiplied, did their work, and then joining the first god, dis-
appeared from a direct contact with man for the most part. The terms
"former" and "latter" are used simply as groupings for a time sequence.
The former gods made their appearance more or less at the same time, the
creations of the first god; the latter gods came along at a later time,
the creations or offspring of the former gods, or were found in a higher
world as progress was made from the First to the Fourth World.

The present gods, the yez, are the spirit beings who have the
direct control of such things as rain, lightning, hail, the various winds,
or are the spirit beings of the various forms of plant and animal life.
By way of time-sequence they make their appearance about the same time as

mankind makes his first appearance. In the minds of most people, these

2Edward A. Hoebel, Anthropology: The Study of Man, (New York:
McGraw-Hi1l, 1966) pp. 466, 575, 576.
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are the beings most frequently associated with (sand paintings) which
play such a part in the various sings. They are the spirit beings who
are also portrayed by the yei’be’ chéi dancers in many of the sings and
ceremonials.

The yei are the equivalent of the kachinas (katchinas) of the Hopi
and Zuni, as well as other Pueblo people. The concept of the yei was
taken over by the Navajo from the Rio Grande puebloes during the time of
the Navajo migrations, a time fairly recent in history. This development
is traced in part in chapter II.

A persistent problem encountered both in research and writing was
the problem of how to treat various subjects without unduly mixing them.
In speaking of the gods, it is necessary to go into the history of man.
In telling the history of man, it becomes necessary to relate some of the
history of the gods. Navajo religion is neither theocentric nor anthro-
pocentric in the pure sense. It is rather a balancing out of man and the
gods in their respective relationship to one another, especially in the

relationship between man and the yez.

This balancing effect is best seen in the Navajo concept of prayer,3

an issue that will not be dealt with as a separate subject in this work,
and in the totality of the Ways, or ceremonials of the Navajo. For var-
ious reasons,4 the latter subject is not being treated, but a commentary

follows later in this chapter.

3Ruth M. Underhill, Red Man's Religion, (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1965), p. 115.

4One reason for the ceremonials not being treated in this work is
that so many reports have already been written about most of them, based
either on personal observations of the writers, or upon information gath-
ered from Navajo informants.

Another reason is that each ceremonial is sufficiently complex to

TR
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Prayer for the Navajo has an entirely different meaning from what
it has for a Christian, especially a Western Christian. Both are a com-
munion with a higher being. But both the purpose and ritual of the two
are vastly different. The Navajo in prayer proposes to be in communion
with the gods by the fulfillment of a given ritual wherein he fulfills
his bargain that the gods originally established with man. This bargain
stipulates that if certain ritual objects are laid out in a certain way,
if certain ritual forms and words are used, then the gods will respond in
a certain way. The sum of all devotions is to promote harmony in nature -
between man and the gods, between man and man, and within man himself in
the interacting functions of body and mind. There is no pleading in-
volved in Navajo prayers as there is in Christian prayers. It is simply
a matter of "a bargain made, a bargain kept."

Navajo prayer differs greatly from the prayer of the Pueblo people,
even though the ritual was borrowed by the former from the latter as we
shall see in Chapter II, Navajo History in Brief. The very life-style of
the two groups dictated this. The pueblo people were a sedentary, pri-
marily agricultural, people. Thus their prayers have a primary purpose
of bringing rain at the right time and Tike matters. The Navajo as a
wandering hunter-gatherer people were more orientated to achieving a total
harmony of nature because they were so dependent upon the vagaries of hail,

wind, 1ightning, rain, and animal 1ife.5

be the sole subject of a book itself.
A third reason would be that, in comparison to Lutheranism, the
ceremonials would be the liturgy of the Navajo, not the dogmatic theology.

5Under‘hﬂ], Red Man's Religion, p. 115.
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The doctrine of man deals among other things with his creation.
Actually the creation of man and the rest of the world is not an abso-
Tute. It is an evolutionary process, and the pinpoint of the beginning
of man himself is impossible to find. Navajo mythology begins rather with
the emergence of man into the present world and what has happened to him
since then. There are generalizations about the previous worlds, and
these are dealt with, but the primary concern is with the present world,
man's place in it, and his relationship to it.

Sin is not a subject of separate treatment.6 Sin is, however, dealt
with as part of the doctrine of man and has its effects in the considera-
tion of soteriology. Sin may be summarized as a force destructive of the
harmony that is to prevail in nature. It is not a soul-destroying agent;
it does not totally alienate man from the gods, neither does it have an
effect of any significance on the afterlife.

For the most part works on Navajo religion deal either with the
expressed religious feelings of the people or, more commonly, with the
externals of worship life. There is no lack of material dealing with the
ceremonials or the sings of the Mavajo. Authors dealing with these range
from early Spanish priests to the later anglo explorers to government
agents and military men to the present time when one finds many popular
accounts as well as historical and ethnographic writings on the subject.
It is hardly remarkable to find this, for the ritual is something that
may be seen and experienced. Also, the elements of the religious beliefs
which are here visible are the ones that can be most easily grasped by

the non-theologically-trained mind.

6A comparative analysis of the concepts of sin for the traditional
Navajo and the traditional Christian could provide sufficient material
for a doctoral dissertation.
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Even when dealing with Navajo informants, the normal answer to
questions regarding the religion were answered by a recitation of some-
thing occurring in connection with a ceremonial, that is, the ritual it-
self, rather than the reason for the ritual. The same held true of the
traders, and even of missionaries.

These rituals are frequently referred to as "Ways", because these
are the "ways" or "paths" that one follows on the "Beauty Walk". Each
one of them has a particular function to fulfill. Some of them are used
for achieving several ends. All of them have the common feature of be-
ginning, or at least incorporating the Origin Myth of man. This commonly
deals with pre-emergence events, separation of the sexes, the emergence,
and post-emergence events, though some of the lesser rituals begin at a
later point in time in the Fourth World. Many of these Ways have both an
Evilway and a Holyway variant. Some are either male or else female, while
some have both branches. Each Way or variant thereof has a purpose.

We shall not treat the Ways as such in this work. The writer would
refer to them as the 1liturgy of Navajo religion, and as such they would
more proper]y form a companion work. Even then great difficulty would be
experienced, for the rituals are so complex that most medicine men know
only one of them, or possibly two. The complexities deal with the chants
associated with each, the myths related to each, the dry paintings pecul-
jar to each, as well as the medicine bundle unique to each one. Some of
these Ways are used to prepare for another Way. Thus the Blessingway rite

is associated with the preparation of prayersticks for the Red Antway.7

7Le'land C. Wyman, The Red Antway Of The Navaho, (Santa Fe: Museum
of Navajo Ceremonial Art, 1965), p. 29.
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Much learned argument, and some not so learned, can be found for
the number of Ways and whether they are in use today or not, whether they
are all truly separate Ways, or if some are sub-groups or divergent
rituals of others. As stated, this work will not deal with the Ways as
such, but a 1list is here given to help the reader understand the complex-
ities of the Titurgy of Navajo religion. There is no desire to provoke
a quarrel with other scholars on the following list whether these are
each true Ways or not. The writer simply is stating those that have been
presented to him as being in at Teast some usage today. These are:
Hailway, Waterway, Plumeway, Navajo Windway, Chiracahua Windway, Nightway,
Flintway, Beadway, Eagleway, Coyoteway, Upward-reachingway, Enemyway, Red
Antway, Shootingway, Big Starway, Mountainway, Excessway, Motherway, and
Beautyway.

The Evilway, or Ghostway, form is used to counteract the influences
of native ghosts of the dead. The Holyway ritual is used for treating
conditions which have arisen from the Holy People, the gods, and to cause
immunity from further harm by the Holy People. Thus, the same factor is
encountered in the various chantways in their entirety as is encountered
in prayer; namely, that if man does his part, the gods will do theirs.
The origin accounts of each of the Ways illustrates this. In each in-
stance a holy being teaches someone the ritual for some particular heal-
ing rite with the stipulation that it must be done only with certain
articles and in a certain order and form.

Soteriology as the Christian understands it does not exist in
Navajo religion because of the lack of a concept of sin as the Christian
religion understands it. There actually are many saviors, some divine

and some human. These saviors are more in the realm of super folk-heroes
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who deliver the people from various misfortunes. One perhaps achieves
a prominence above others, Monsterslayer, who destroys the semi-divine
monsters. The major heroes will be discussed in the chapter on Soteri-
ology.
The Navajo religion, especially as evidenced in its ceremonies,
is nearly always referred to as beautiful. For this reason, some readers
will take exception to the writer's assessment of it in individual places,
as well as to his final conclusions. It is beautiful in a way, the colors
of the dry-paintings, the elaborateness of many of the rituals, and
especially the sense of peace and well-being that seem to prevail after
a ceremony's conclusion. But it actually is far from beautiful. There
is fear, deep and dark, as we shall see in looking at those major divi-
sions of theology which have been chosen. There is the attempt to erase
the fear through the ceremonies and rituals, but it always returns.
Archaeologists in the area sometimes recover "dolls" in their
excavations of Anasazie sites. These crudely-carved wooden figures are
of Navajo origin. Sometimes they are recovered on the surface, but more
frequently are found buried. These have been placed there to aid some
woman in her pregnancy, especially if it appears that she may either be
about to abort or to have a difficult time in delivery. Either of these
two is believed to be caused by the spirit of some Anasazie woman who
lost a child. The figure is given her to appease her for her own loss
so that she will not cause difficulty now.8
This fear is brought out especially in the chapter on demonology.

In Navajo theology there is a dichotomy in everything. Even the gods,

8Persona] conversation with Editha Watson, former anthropologist
of the Navajo Tribe.
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especially the yei, have both a good and an evil side. In demonology the
evil side is invoked. It is like cancer, a cell gone wild. So in the
Navajo life there is the everpresent fear of witchcraft, or, even when
that element is lacking, the fear of promoting disharmony which will
cause the gods to bring sickness, loss of wealth, or death.

While the sacred trust of having every part of a chantway delivered
from the gods necessitates its being performed in the exact way it was
delivered, it does not stop a certain mockery of the gods and ceremonials.
The so-called feather dance is burlesqued in a portion of the Windway
chant9 so that everyone can see the obvious fakery employed. But even
this is done for a purpose, namely, to show that the human is impersonat-
ing the divine to reproduce the myth for the effecting of a cure.

Never does this reach the point though that it does in Zuni cere-
monialism. During the Shalako festival, while the Shalako gods are visit-
ing in a home and the prayers are being chanted, the Koyemshi, or Mudheads,
appear at the home. These creatures wear knobbed mask-headpieces of dried
clay which have neither male nor female identity. The forms are distorted,
and as the Shalako and the priests chant their prayers these creatures
sing lewd songs, make crude jokes, and generally try to disrupt the pro-
ceedings. A1l this, though disturbing to a Western Christian concept of
worship, has a purpose. They symbolize monsters who were born of inces-
tuous relations of the first people. Thus they are a warning to all not

1
to engage in matters that are taboo. 0

9Le]and C. Wyman, The Windways Of The Navaho, (Colorado Springs:
The Taylor Museum, 1962), p. 196.

10

Zuni Informant MK
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It is difficult to ascertain exactly how much influence contacts
with other Indian groups have exerted upon the development of present-day
Navajo theology, especially those contacts which were made in their early
migrations down from the North. But assuredly there were some. Influ-
ences of the Anglo civilization have made their impact, if in nothing
else, in some of the subtle changes in costuming and in food offerings.
This is a problem which cannot be solved to complete satisfaction.

Another problem in trying to set the information down for under-
standing by the Christian mind is the lack of formal and a material
principle of theology. Especially to the Lutheran Christian the Gospel
is referred to as the material principle because of its central role in
faith and theology. On the other hand, the entire Bible, the Scriptures,
has been referred to as the formal principle because it is the only norm
for the Christian theology, and is its only source. The Navajo, of
course, have no written body of doctrine such as the Bible, and appar-
ently have made no attempt to establish a central doctrine.

Without attempting to use these terms, the author has, nevertheless,
questioned informants to ascertain if they actually held such a distinc-
tion, and if they did, if it could be identified. The answers were al-
ways either simply puzzled, or else a distinct negative. Nevertheless,
the author feels that both are present, though not understood as such by
the adherants of the Navajo traditional religion. His conclusions in
this regard will be given in the final chapter.

A few comments are now in order regarding the methodology employed
in the preparation of this material. Living adjacent to the Navajo
Reservation would seem to dictate purely an interrogatory approach, that

is, that native informants would be sought to provide the information.
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Especially one would believe this to be true if the informants were all
medicine men. While this is certainly true in part, it was not considered
accurate enough to be used as the only source.

Several problems arise in using native Navajo informants. One of
these is that many have no understanding of the Christian frame of ref-
erence in theology. Another is that many of these informants have never
looked for the reasons why they believe or do certain things. They only
know that they do them or believe them. Another problem arises in that
there have been changes, subtle most of the time, to be sure, but changes
in belief nevertheless, influenced by contacts with Christianity, the
peyote cult, and materialism. One of the greatest problems with many
Navajo informants is the question of reliability.

Some are not reliable simply because they themselves do not know.
These will make up answers, or give no answer. Others know, but will not
tell because these things should remain hidden from outsiders. This is
particularly true of some medicine men. They will tell an outright lie
to avoid revelation of hidden things. Still another type of informant
will tell the interviewer what he believes the one asking wants to know :
rather than what is true. Still others will make changes in parts of an t
account simply to make themselves appear important by knowing variations
when such do not actually exist.

Reports of early arrivals who had some sense of the importance of
accurate reporting were used. Prominent among these were Washington
Matthews who worked for the government as surveyor and in other capac-
ities, and Fr. Berard Haile, Franciscan of St. Michael's Mission near
Ft. Defiance. Fr. Haile did much research into religious beliefs and

social customs, as well as studying the language and providing one of

the earliest Navajo dictionaries.
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Reports of early traders were also read, as well as reports of the
early Christian Reformed missionaries in the area. These men, too, were
trying to find some understanding of the religion they had come to re-
place with Christianity. Because the reservation way of 1ife remained
virtually unchanged into the 1940's, it was felt that books and reports
prepared by scholarly people until that time were reliable, especially
when a number of different authorities were in agreement.

The writer also read as many books and reports written in recent
years as possible. These were, however, read with caution, for in recent
years there has been a tendency to glorify things Indian, and especially
to color tradition with brighter colors than it deserved. Many of these
later works were not scholarly productions, but were written for public
consumption, or even for sensationalism.

Indian traders, especially from smaller, isolated posts on the
Reservation were also interviewed. Most of them had attended various
Navajo religious functions and could report from an anglo, and sometimes
Christian, viewpoint. Men who have been in this position for a long time
are generally confidants of their Navajo customers and know many of the
myths.

Missionaries of various denominations were interviewed for what-
ever light they might shed on the subject. A number of them were abys-
mally uninformed about the religion with which they were in competition.
And, of course, medicine men and other Navajo were interviewed. When one
presented something different from or contrary to what had been previous-
ly gathered, the information was always cross-checked. Most frequently,

then, the information would be discarded.
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; i class-
In his preparation the author studied Navajo, both 1n the

s : ith the
room and by engaging in conversations as frequently as possible W1

Navajo. Through Apache friends some cross-checking of Navajo theology
was done. This was done because the Navajo and Apache were at one time
all one people. The cross-checking enabled him to see what changes might
have occurred in Navajo theology since the separation.

Martin Link, Director of the Navajo Tribal Museum in Window Rock,
Arizona, provided valuable help. Without a doubt, the one person provid-
ing the most help was Editha Watson. She had been tribal anthropologist
for the Navajo Tribe prior to her retirement. Due to her many friends
among the Navajo a number of reliable informants were procured. She also
graciously spent hours being interviewed, as well as providing virtually
unlimited access to her own notes and records. She had previously writ-
ten a number of monographs, had lectured extensively, and was at the time
of her death finishing the manuscript for a major work on Navajo sacred
places. She permitted the use of her notes on this manuscript also.

The author has tried to be consistent in the spelling of Navajo
names. In the case of the word Navajo he has chosen to use this older,
Spanish spelling, and to use it consistently for singular, plural, and
collective forms. Exceptions to this rule are book titles or references
which use a variant spelling. The same holds true of other words. While
a common form is used, if another writer is being quoted who used a dif-
ferent spelling, the other form is then used. This holds true especially
of earlier works when a standard for the Navajo language, at that time
unwritten, had not yet been set. When this occurs, the original author's

spelling is used with the present writer's spelling in parentheses after

115
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The use of footnotes will be kept to a minimum. When there is gen-
eral agreement among informants on a point, or when books or other writ-
ings generally agree, or when book and informant agree, these will nor-
mally not be cited with footnotes. Informants will be referred to more
frequently than written works.

In the case of Navajo informants, as well as Zuni and Apache in-
formants, names will not be given because some agreed to talk only if
their names were not used in print. To remain consistent, and to protect
those wishing anonymity, names are not used. Instead, a code is used.

If the Navajo is a medicine man, he is identified by the letters MM, fol-
lowed by a number. Other Navajo informants are identified by the letters
NI, followed by a number. The one admitted witch who consented to an
interview is simply referred to by that designation. The code identifi-
cation is being submitted with the manuscript to the Tibrary of Concordia
Seminary, St. Louis, Missouri.H

The title for this work was chosen because it is so often said that
the Navajo walk in beauty. But fear is ever present with this beauty.
This contrast is illustrated by the sign outside Ft. Defiance, Arizona,
which proclaims, "Navajos walk in beauty," while the surrounding area is
littered with cans, bottles and other trash. The closing lines of a
prayer from the Nightway Chant]2 are often quoted at various public cere-

monial presentations and well illustrate the Navajo feeling toward the

effect of the Ways performed.

11
page 22.

]ZWashington Matthews, "The Night Chant, A Navaho Ceremony,"
Memoirs of the American Museum of Natural History, 6 (May 1902): 159

A sample of the interview form used with informants is found as
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In beauty I walk.

With beauty before me I walk.
With beauty behind me I walk.
With beauty below me I walk.
With beauty above me I walk.

With beauty all around me I walk.

It is finished in beauty.
It is finished in beauty.
It is finished in beauty.
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INFORMANT SHEET FOR THE BEAUTY WALK
Name: Age: Sex:
Residence: Ethnic Group:
Position: Assumed Reliability:

If Medicine Man, how many years? Whose Student?

If Medicine Man, which Way(s)?

I. Question Category on Doctrine of God(s). Was there ever only one?

Where did the first gods come from? What has happened to Bego chiddy?

Is one god greater than others?

II. Question Category on Demonology. Witchcraft in general? Werewolves?

Skinwalkers? Do you know of any witches? What must be done to avoid
being witched? Can witching be cured?
III. Question Category on Doctrine of Man. Where did man come from?
What is man's role in 1ife? What happens to man when he dies? How can
man best get along with the gods?

z IV. Question Category on Navajo history. Where did they come from?
How do they relate to other people? Holy places for Navajo? Taboos for
Navajo? Knowledge of historical time sequences?
V. Question Category on Soteriology. Does man need a savior? What
kind of a savior? Concept of sin? Result of sin? Man as his own
savior?

VI. Statement on why this informant was chosen.




CHAPTER II
NAVAJO HISTORY IN BRIEF

To achieve any measure of an understanding of Navajo theology
there must be at least a basic understanding of Havajo history, for
their theology is a combination of two strains. The one strain is that
which they brought with them in their migration, the other that which
was borrowed from various peoples with whom they came into contact in
their early days in the Four Corners area, and is still being influenced
by contacts with Christianity today.

Navajo history, up until the 18th century, is almost as difficult
to report on with authority as is their theology. During this period
the Navajo had no written language and did not come into contact with
anyone else who might have been able to write a report about them. What
is actually being dealt with is pre-history based on archaeological find-
ings and on the legends of the people themselves. Care must be carefully
exercised in dealing with both. Archaeologists have not uncovered every-
thing, and what they have uncovered is always subject to interpretation.
Legends and myths must be understood, as nearly as possible, not in the
legend itself, but in the fact, or facts, behind the legend. This, too,
is always subject to interpretation.

Navajo borrowing is still going on today, although today much of
what happens is being recorded as it happens. This borrowing is taking
place in religion as well as in the rest of their culture. A report
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fifty years from now may well report a theology greatly changed, at least
in outward forms, from that recorded in this report. Such, for instance,
is already happening in the traditional wedding ceremony. This work does
not concern itself with these present day changes, but limits itself to
what has come to be considered as the traditional Navajo religion. The
particular interest of this work is the theology which shapes the form of
this religion, and a summary of their history will help to give indica-
tions.1

The Havajo are relative newcomers to the Southwest. Seven hundred
years ago there were no Navajo, but the ancestors of the Navajo, the
dine, were beginning to filter into this area in small bands. (The
Navajo still refer to themselves as the dine, or dimneh, the People.)
They may well have been one of the contributing factors, perhaps the
chief one, to the desertion by the pueblo groups of such places as Mesa
Verde and Chaco Canyon. A number of scholars are presently at work test-
ing such assertions.

Perhaps the beginning in tracing their history should be made in
the language. This will lead us backward through their history to a
place of origin. The language is of the Athapascan group. This is a
northern tongue spoken by a number of bands in the Canadian Northwest
and Alaska. It is also spoken by several of the coastal tribes in

Washington, Cregon and northern California. Most of the languages in

]In general, the chapter is not footnoted. It was not felt that
this was necessary because the major works on Navajo history are in sub-
stantial agreement. The suggestion is offered that one of Underhill's
books, such as The Navajos or Here -Come The Navajo, both of which are
listed in the bibliography, might be read for more information of a pop-
ular nature. For the reader desiring more detail or differing opinions
on certain points he is simply directed to other works in the bibliog-
raphy, especially to the works printed by the Santa Fe Museum and to the
periodicals and bulletins.
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this Tanguage family are now so different from one another that there is
no common understanding or communication. But, some of the older Navajo
when they were presented with northern Athapascan words have said, "That
is how we once said them!" Today the Navajo word for a gourd dipper is
the same as the northern word for a horn spoon, and the gliding flight
of an owl is described by the same term their northern kinsmen use to
describe the paddling of a canoe.

Ethnologists and etymologists are still trying to identify the
larger and older world language roots of Athapascan, but have not suc-
ceeded as yet. Some believe that they have discovered a relationship
with Korean, but this is still in the speculative realm.2

More than language roots, however, indicate an Asiatic origin.
Facial features and body build of the northern Athapascans indicate the
same, and among the Navajo today this is one of the three commonly
accepted physical types.

Other customs and artifacts also indicate a northern origin, as
well as having an affinity with certain items known to be common to
north-eastern Asia. The moccasin was common to the northern Athapascans,
whereas other Indians of the West and Southwest either wore sandals or
went barefoot. Therefore, when an archaeologist finds a moccasin he
scents Athapascan influence and suspects that the ancestors of the Navajo
came through that region. The short, heavy bow which the Navajo used
well up into historical times has a common ancestry with northern
Athapascan and Asiatic bows. The use of a type of heavy hide armor was

also common to both groups, as well as having been historically docu-

mented in Asia.

2c4itha Watson said a Dr. Mannfried believed this.




22

The "traditional hogan" of the Navajo is not the traditional dwell-
ing which they brought into the Southwest. The latter was closely allied
to that of their northern ancestors. It was a tall, conical framework of
poles covered in various parts of the country with the material at hand.
Thus, in some places it was covered with bark, in others with hides, and,
as the dine arrived in the Southwest, with brush and hard-packed earth.
An extension was added out of the one side as an entryway, but the basic
shape remained the same. Some few of this type are still built on the
Navajo Reservation today. They are called the "forked-pole hogan," or,
in some instances, the "male hogan," as distinctive from the other type.

Another item brought from the north country, this one psychological
and religious, was a fear of the dead and all their possessions. The
Apache share in this fear of the dead. This is a fear which is not com-
mon to the Southwest otherwise. Most of the other Indians of the area
have certain ceremonies which take place at the time of death and for
some time afterward to release the soul of the dead to go on its journey.
Certain placatory offerings may be made, but after that no further
thought is given to the matter. A Zuni informant related how on the
fourteenth day after a death in a house the door or a window is left
open to allow the spirit to 1eave,3 but the dwelling is not abandoned
or torn down as would be customary among tne Navajo.4

A map on the following page traces the probable routes by which
the dine migrated to the Southwest. These are the routes generally

accepted by scholars, in part because of archaeological evidence, and

3Zum' informant MK.

4More will be said of this fear of the dead in Chapter VII,
Demonology .
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in part because of clan names and other evidences in the legends of the
Navajo. We must bear in mind that this was not a mass migration of
people at one time over a given route, but rather a process that took
place over several hundred years in small bands moving relatively short
distances at a time. These movements of the bands were probably due to
population in an area as well as to availability of food in that area.
The dine were roving hunter-gatherers, not sedentary village types.

As the map shows, there were three probable primary migration

routes. One of these was along the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains

with some spill-over into the Great Plains. Some evidence of the latter
is found in the Shooting Way Chant where the hero visits a buffalo vil-
lage to learn magic. In the Enemy Way Chant the rattle must be made of

i buffalo scrotum. This is in sharp contrast to other tribes of the
Southwest in general for whom the game animal is the deer.

Among those who came along the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains
were those who found their way down along the Rio Grande and lived among
the Pueblo peoples for some time. One evidence of this is in the clan
name, the Tall House People. The dine were never builders of this type
of structure, but the Pueblos were. Quite probably intermarriage brought
about this clan, if not then, certainly at a later time following the
Pueblo Revolt.

Another migration must have taken place down along the Pacific
Coast. There are other Athapascan speaking people there to this day.
Some of those who came along this route undoubtedly made contacts with
other diné in the interior and moved into the Southwest from the coast.
The legends of the Navajo themselves speak of this. Some further evi-

dence of this is found in the clan name, the Big Water People, a
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reference to the ocean. Evidence of the crossing inland from the ocean
coast may be found in the clan name, the Salt Water People, a reference
to the Great Salt Lake of Utah. The myth of sontso also describes some
of the Navajo ancestors as having lived in caves, the men wearing
G-strings of yucca fiber and the women wearing woven aprons of the same
material. These people lived on small rodents and birds caught in snares
of human hair. The game thus caught was roasted on spits because they
had no pots. Some of the Navajo ancestors must have lived among the
Paiutes of Nevada and Utah, for this was their way of life.

Either one, or both, of these latter two examples may, however,
also have been a result of the third migration route. This was appar-
ently the main route and followed along the western slope of the Rockies.
Some of the travelers of this route probably fanned out westward into
Utah and made some similar contacts.

Dine 'ta’ah, "01d Navajoland," so far as the Navajo are concerned
is not a land they migrated to, but it is where they were created by
the gods. It has as its boundaries the four sacred mountains: De bentad,
or Big Sheep, in the LaPlata Range of Colorado is the north mountain;
Blanca Peak in Colorado, or possibly Pelado Peak in New Mexico, near
Jemez, is the east mountain; Mt. Taylor (San Mateo), near Grants, New
Mexico, is the southern one; and San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff,
Arizona, is the western mountain. In this country the dine first came
into contact with corn, the one thing which would do more to shape and
change their Tives than any other for the next several hundred years.
The Navajo call it naa’dag, "food of the strangers.”

It may have been shortly after this time that the separation of

the dinéd into what later were Navajo and Apache began. Some of the
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people became more stabilized, raising corn as well as hunting and
gathering. These became the ancestors of the Mavajo. Others continued
following the wilder course of hunting, gathering and raiding. These
were the ancestors of the Apache. Some of these stayed in the vicinity
of 01d Navajoland. Others moved further south, spreading to both east
and west.

Exactly how much was borrowed by the diné on their southward
migrations will never be determined. This is true also of things and
ideas religious. Some can, however, be ascertained with a fair degree
of certainty. Those that can most clearly be identified are those that
they encountered as they were entering and settling into this area,
primarily the territory along the San Juan River near the common border
area of what is today Colorado and New Mexico.

According to Navajo myth5 the first clan, Kiyaa’ dani, the Tall
House People, were created on the spot near Kinyé’é, a ruined pueblo of
the Chaco Canyon group. Here they were joined by other groups who came
into the territory. From the Chaco Canyon they migrated to relocate
along the San Juan. Frederick Webb Hodge, in examining several versions
of the myth, tried to determine the element of fact in each. He then
concluded that their arrival along the San Juan was about 1485.6

Surely the theology and religion of the diné must have at first

dealt largely with the hunter-gatherer way of life. This would mean, if

5The Navajo Origin Myth, or Emergence Myth, will be dealt with more
fully in Chapter VIII, Man - His Origin and Destiny. At this point we
simply wish to continue the history of the Navajo as archaeology and
history record it for us to show the events and things which influenced
the development of Navajo theology.

6Freder1ck W. Hodge, "The Early Navajo and Apache." American
Anthropologist, Vol. 3 (July 1895): 223-240.
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they ran true to form with the northern Athapascans, that religion re-
volved chiefly around the dreams of the hunter which revealed to him the
proper "medicine" for the hunt. Now they had been exposed to corn and to
the Pueblo ritual for its proper planting, cultivation and harvesting, as
well as its use both as food and as a ritual object. It has been sug-
gested that as corn was passed on from one people to another that the
proper rituals were passed on with it.

Probably very early after their arrival in 01d Navajoland the dine
must have begun copying some of this ritual, although it did not become
so much of a group ritual for them as it was for the Pueblos, but rather
remained more of an individual practice as it had been for the hunter.

So it remains for the Navajo today, not only in corn cultivation, but for
religion in general. The medicine man practices his act for the sake of
the individual. Sufficient Pueblo influence is present, however, that
the entire group, family or clan, is present also to set their minds in
harmony also through this experience.

Two more events, closely related to each other, were yet to shape
the culture and religion of the Navajo. One was the arrival of the
Spaniards in the area about 1600. The other event was the Pueblo Revolt
in 1680 and the subsequent Spanish return twelve years later. Both had
a profound effect on the Navajo.

The coming of the Spanish into the area had brought livestock,
especially sheep and horses. Lesser gifts had come with them also:
wheat, watermelons, chili, indigo and iron goods, to name only a few.
Apparently the Navajo had little direct contact with the Spaniards during
these first eighty years of their domination, although the Spanish first

gave them the name they now bear, Apache de Nabaju, the strangers who




28
cultivate. The Navajo were mostly content to slip into a pueblo, mingle
with the people for a time, and slip out again. As the Pueblo Indians be-
gan to get a few sheep of their own the Navajo began stealing some. They
probably began casting covetous eyes at the horses of the Spaniards also.

Navajo myth, of course, does not reflect this in its tales. Accord-
ing to the myth the Navajo had horses and sheep from the very beginning.
This serves to show that much of the Navajo myth of creation, of the gods
and men, is of fairly recent origin.

What the Navajo gained during this period of time was a mere pit-
tance. The best was yet to come. When, for the first time in their
history, the Pueblos all joined together to fight the Spanish, the real
rain of blessing fell. The Pueblos were joined by the Apaches, those
fierce, marauding cousins of the Navajo, and the destruction of the
Spanish reign was accomplished. From the Rio Grande to Zuni to the Hopi
mesas, the Spanish were killed or driven out. The Navajo apparently took
no direct part in the fighting, but stayed on the outskirts‘gathering in
the sheep and horses which ran off. A Navajo quotation contends, "Because
of war flowers which have become beautiful exist. Because of it rain
exists, they say."

To the "food of strangers" had now been added sheep which could
provide both meat and clothing, and horses which made the Navajo more
mobile. Again the life style changed. The hunter-gatherers who had begun
to settle down as farmers began to wander again, but in a much more
limited way and in a purposeful fashion. Crops would be planted in late
spring in a watered canyon while the sheep were taken into the high
country to graze until harvest tme when they would be brought down again.

The horse made it possible to move large flocks and families with ease.
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The Spaniards returned from Mexico with a vengence in 1692. Some
of the villages gave in peacefully, but the more rebellious ones such as
Acoma and Jemez fought. As the Spaniards wiped out the opposition the
Pueblos many times ran off to intermingle with the Navajo. The Jemez
Pueblo either moved in its entirety among the Navajo, or at least sent
all its unmarried women with the request that husbands be found for them
so the blood would not die out. According to Navajo custom which reckons
descent through the mother, these became the founders of the Coyote Pass,
or Jemez, clan. Other villages have similar tales of some of their people
living among the Navajo. The Spanish after the re-conquest also reported
seeing "Christian Indians" Tiving among the Navajo on several occasions.

Strong archaeological evidence is also found of this throughout
Dind’td’ah in an intermingling of Navajo and Pueblo homes of the same
period. The Navajo homes are generally scattered in the valleys, while
the pueblitos, as they are called, are grouped on the mesa tops. This
period lasted until about 1765-1770. After this time most of the Pueblos
returned to their own villages apparently, while some others had become
Navajo and remained as an integral part of the culture and the people.
Yet another strain had been added.

Certain conclusions, cultural and religious, must be drawn from
this even if there is not always a written record of some of these events.
Navajo myth is totally unreliable here, for it ascribes all these things
to acts of the gods "in the beginning."

There has been no physical evidence found that the Navajo ever
practiced weaving before they had wool. Therefore, they must have learned
from watching the Spanish and the Pueblo Indians that sheep could be

sheared and cloth made from the wool. In fact, they must even have

i
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learned their style of herding sheep from these others. But, whereas the
Spanish and the Pueblos sent only two or three with the sheep while the
others stayed in the villages, the Navajo moved the entire family as they
moved the flocks.

Weaving, however, is not something learned by casual observation.
It takes a girl many years of sitting and working with her mother to learn
the skill. The only logical explanation of their learning the art is that

it happened while the Pueblos 1ived among them, for they were skilled

weavers. T1he Spanish, even before they had been driven out, reckoned
value in "mantas", the blankets woven by the Pueblos.

A step further must be taken and the suggestion made that this
implied intermarriage was a common thing during those years, for it was

the man among the Pueblos who was the weaver, and among the Navajo it is

the women. According to taboos of both cultures it would not have been
possible for a strange man to be a woman's teacher. By conjecture it may
be supposed that a Pueblo man married to a. Navajo woman would dispair of
teaching sons raised in a hunter society to weave, but that he would
rather transmit this skill to his daughters. The skill was surely aug-
mented in later years when Hopi women were taken captive. Among the Hopi
both the men and the women wove. The Navajo and Hopi both to this day
state that the Hopi villages were raided for women who could teach weaving.
A further supposition may be made that during the period of time
the weaving skill was being transmitted that religious arts and knowledge
were also being imparted by Pueblo men, either directly or indirectly,
to Navajo men and boys. It is quite evident from the dry painting draw-
ings which the Navajo make of the yei that they are copies of the Pueblo

gods. They are dressed in the kilted style of the gods of the Pueblos
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not in the loin cloth hunter garb of the Athapascans. As has been men-
tioned, at an earlier time already the Navajo must have procured the
chants for growing and using corn. Now, with a more intimate association
they surely learned other chants, myths and rituals also.

The Navajo added, subtracted, and chanted these ceremonies to adapt
them to his own way of life and cultural needs. Remnants of Pueblo chants
are evident in a number of Navajo chantways; and among the Zuni the Big
Firebrand Society has a number of chants in Navajo, while the Hopi have
a clown play in Navajo.

The Navajo took a religious skeleton from the Pueblos and created
services of liturgical grandeur from them. The number, size, style and
coloring of the dry paintings was enlarged, the simple figures being
elaborated upon and developed into a high art form. Even the material
of the paintings was different. The Pueblos used ground meal and poliens,
while the Navajo substituted colored sand, ground rock and charcoal for
the meal. The Navajo retained the eight days of purification and the
offerings of the Pueblos, including the prayer sticks and their "jewels"
of white shell, turquois, red shell and jet, but they added a ninth day,
or actually a night, when the public spectacle allowed everyone present
to partake in the spirit blessing. They retained such beings as the Twin
Sons of the Sun, but, whereas in the Hopi villages they were peaceful,
though mischievious, miracle workers, with the Navajo they became conquer-
ors of the Monsters, riding on the rainbow and armed with the straight
and the jagged lightning.

The purposes of the ceremonies were also different for the two
groups of people. The Pueblo ceremonies were community events conducted

by a moiety of priests to bring rain and other blessings on the entire
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village. The Navajo still continued his original trend of the solitary
visionary seeking help for himself, later formalized with a medicine man
singing over the individual for his well-being. Now the medicine man no
longer had a single vision, but rather the whole inter-twining of the
northern myth remnants with the Pueblo myths and accompanying chants,
modified to fit their needs.

After the return of the Spaniards had been accomplished and the
Pueblos had largely returned to their villages, the continuing develop-
ment and refinement of religious ritual and theology no doubt continued.
From this point on, however, now within the period of recorded history,
the Navajo apparently no Tonger borrowed religious ideas in any large
measure from others. They were now an established people with an estab-
lished culture and religion. True, at a later time they borrowed some
aspects of both Christianity and the peyote cult, but these do not belong
in a study of their traditional religion at this time. The next 250 years
of Navajo history can be encapsulated in a few paragraphs. From 1725 un-
til 1860 the Navajo became "Lords of the Soil." They raided both the
Pueblos and the Spanish, as well as fighting Utes and Comanches. Flocks
did not multiply fast enough by natural means to suit them, so the in-
crease could be augmented by stealing whole flocks from the Spaniards.
Later they did the same with the Mexicans, sometimes even raiding down
into Mexico itself. Young men established themselves by stealing horses
from the Utes and others, while they in turn were raided frequently by
the Utes for women. Occasionally they were even attacked by some of the
Pueblos, especially the Jemez, Zuni and Hopi. Women and children were
stolen from the Pueblos. The Navajo raids reached even into Kansas where

they raided the Pawnee for slaves whom they sold to the Spaniards.
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In 1824 a change of government took place when Mexico became inde-
pendent, but little, if any, change took place in Navajo lifestyle. Their
name for the Spaniard and the Mexican is the same, and their attitude
toward both was the same. True, some of the Navajo, especially in the
area of Cebolleta, settled down, became peaceful, and sided with the
Mexicans. These became known as the Alien, or Enemy, Navajo to their
wilder and more independent brethren. Later the Aliens frequently served
as guides when the Americans came.

The coming of the Americans in 1846 to take the territory of New
Mexico provided not only a change in government, but the next big change
in Navajo lifestyle. There are a number of stories of early encounters
of the two groups, Navajo and American, but they are not germane to this
writing. One only might be mentioned to illustrate how the Navajo can
create fantasy out of the ordinary. When the first party of Americans
headed west from Santa Fe to contact the Navajo for purposes of a peace
treaty, the ilavajo reports stated that the new people had such long ears
that they reached to the ground, and at night these people wrapped them-
selves in their ears to sleep.

The Navajo at first looked upon the Americans as People, but after
the Americans insisted upon the Navajo putting a stop to their raiding,
in fact, tried to put a stop to it by force of arms, they were viewed
simply as another enemy like the Spaniard or the Ute. Peace treaties
were made with the Americans when it was convenient to the Navajo, and
when it was more convenient to fight they did that.

Ultimately in 1863 the great campaign against the Navajo was
launched to force them to be peaceful and stop raiding. This campaign

culminated in Kit Carson's burning of everything in Canyon de Chelly
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which forced the Navajo to surrender and be relocated at Ft. Sumner, New
Mexico, in 1864. Four miserable years went by. The relocation experiment
was a disaster for both anglo and Navajo. The crops planted at Ft. Sumner
failed. The livestock died or were killed for food. Navajo men continued
to slip away on raids, and whole bands deserted to return to their own
country. Finally, in June of 1868, a treaty was signed and they returned
to their own country, but a smaller country than before. They were again
as poor as when they had first arrived.

The early reservation years were bad. Crops failed, the flocks were
small. Navajo men began going off to work for wages, especially for the
new railroad which was building through their country, and so added yet
more facets to their culture. The commonly accepted story among the
original anglo settlers in this country was that the present day Navajo
hogan was a result, in both size and style (six or eight sided), of their
stealing railroad ties from which to build them. For years the whites
failed to fulfill promises of rations, other goods, work and schools,
though when the schools did come the Navajo would not send their children.
Other things which were supplied by the government were frequently wasted.
Two cultures were on a collision course because neither understood the
other; drunkenness became a common problem, especially along the railroad,
and poverty was everywhere.

Gradually things improved. The Navajo acquired more land and more
flocks. There is no need to deal with such incidents as government stock
reduction programs and off-reservation boarding schools. The Havajo were
growing in number, and, gradually, in wealth. They were still far behind
the dominant anglo society, however, and then, suddenly there was World

War II. The young men went off to fight. When they returned the desire
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was strong for what they had seen elsewhere. The Fourth Beginning for
the Navajo took place - that period in which we are now Tiving.

Through all these phases and times had been the traditional reli-
gion. It was a religion that evolved and changed as locations changed
and new cultural contacts took place it is true, but it was a religion
that continued to maintain that it had always been that way. It continues
to be actively at work today as a force beyond the reckoning of many.

This traditional religion is what will be examined for its theology in

the balance of this work.




CHAPTER III
THE FIRST GOD

The doctrine of god in Navajo theology cannot be dealt with in the
same way in which it would be dealt with in a Lutheran dogmatics text.

A basic problem is the Navajo concept of a number of divine and semi-
divine beings. Another problem is that some of these deities intervene
directly in the affairs of mankind, whereas others do not, at least not
at the present time. Yet another problem is arranging the gods either
by importance or in a time-space relationship. This is because of two
different basic emergence myths which do not follow the same pattern of
appearance or importance of the deities. Another problem is the semi-
divine status of certain birds and animals, especially the first of the
species created, who are frequently personified. Not the least of the
problems is the one god, or original god, concept. It is this concept
with which the present chapter deals.

Writers on Navajo religion are virtually unanimous in the opinion
that the Navajo religion recognizes no first god, nor a god who is
greater than any of the others.] The two major emergence myths and their
variants would tend to bear this out. But neither of these myths goes
so far as to say that they begin either at the exact beginning of time

or in eternity. They simply begin in what is called the First World.

1An exception to this is found in the account of Hasteen Klah,
reported by Mary C. Wheelwright in Navajo Creation Myth, (Santa Fe:
Museum of Navajo Ceremonial Art, 1942) p. 39.
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The writer is himself sure, however, that there was a first god for the
diné, and that he has simply been forgotten, or deliberately ignored, in
the oral tradition. It almost seems that everything that preceded the
arrival of the dine in the Four Corners area has been deliberately blotted
out, though no proof can be offered for this theory. The heavy borrowing
of Pueblo traditions and the subsequent refinement and adaptation by the
Navajo has resulted in the entire history of gods and men being centered
in the Four Corners area.

A common form of preface to various parts of the emergence myth
which occurs in both written accounts and in the oral recitations of parts
of the various chant ways is the expression, "They say that." Who 'they'
are is never identified, but this should not be surprising, for the Bible
employs the same technique, when for instance Christ is quoted as saying,
"Ye have heard that it was said by them of old times...“2

Five of the Navajo informants queried responded that there had been
a first god before all the others. Two anglo traders and Editha Watson,
former anthropologist for the Navajo Tribe, were all convinced of it.

The Navajo informants who believed this all degenerated the phrase, "They
say that," to a "Some say that," preface.

One informant, an anglo trader,3 could offer no real proof for
his feeling that originally there had been only one god. His feelings
were based upon his contact with the MNavajo and his close friendships
with a number of them, including several medicine men. He said that on

a number of occasions he had heard one of the medicine men, as well as

several of his other older customers, refer to the "spirit of the world"

Zvatt. 5:21.
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in the sense of a superior power. He saw in the ceremonial "smoking" of
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the six sacred directions (the four cardinal points of the compass plus
the zenith and the nadir) as an invocation of the spirit of the world.
When the writer questioned several Navajo informants4 the answers on this
point ranged from, "I don't know," to "I do not think so." Two of them
said, "We do that because we were told to do that. Those are the holy
directions which guide our lives."

Another trader, now retired, who had had posts at several places
on the Navajo Reservation,5 also expressed the opinion that there was an
underlying superior god concept even though the Navajo themselves did not
recognize it. He quoted one of his former customers as saying, "Some say
that there was one time one big god who made the other gods. Then he
went away because they wanted to do everything themselves, so he let them.
Mebbeso it was the same big god the white mans have." He quoted another
old Navajo7 as having said, "Some say that Bego’ chiddy he made the others
because he got lonesome, but I don't know because this was before there
were any Navajo."

Many hours were spent in discussing this question with Editha
Watson. As tribal anthropologist for the Navajo Tribe, a Presbyterian,
and an author of numerous monographs dealing with Navajo culture and re-
ligion, she had perhaps the best perspective on what the writer was search-
ing for, both from his viewpoint and from the viewpoint of the Navajo.

She had also had the advantage of knowing many of the older Navajo who
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were not available to this writer as informants. Her opinion was that at
one time there had probably been a concept of a supreme god, whether pre-
existent of the others or not, which had since been lost because it was
not necessary to the present religious ceremonial practices. She, too,
had heard some of the older Navajo say that some of the old ones had said
that at one time there was a god who made the other gods, but they didn't
know who he had been, nor what had happened to him. She said that she
could recall one old woman8 who had told her that the Great Horned Rattle-
snake had made all the gods and had made Monument Valley to be their home.
In all her research of Navajo sacred places, these were the only refer-
ences she had heard.

Father Berard Haile in his research of Navajo religion was unable
to find any evidence of one great god among them, yet felt that at one
time there might have been.9

One informant stated]o

that, "Some say that a long time ago, be-
fore that, the First World god made the first Holy People, the Ant People,
and put them in the First World. I don't know, but that is what some
said."

Another informant statedn

that, "When I was a boy I heard some
say that there was another world before the first world. In this place
there was a god who made all the other gods. He made some for the Zuni,

and he made some for the Acoma, and he made some for the Jemez, and he

8N131

9Unpubh‘shed notes of Fr. Berard Haile, St. Michael, Ariz.
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made some for the Hopi, and he made Jesus and some others for the
Bilagdana. But I don't know who he was."

A medicine man stated,12 "When I was beginning to study as a boy
to be a medicine man, I heard one say (his teacher?) that some said that
there had been a god that thought up the other gods. But this is not
important. What is important is that we know what the gods have told us
we must do. It is also important that we know which of the gods we must
talk to. It is also important that we make sure we do the things right
that they have told us we must do."

Two other informants]3 both thought that perhaps Bego’ chiddy had
been the first god since he was the great god.

The writer doubts very much that Bego’chiddy ever figured in the
thinking of the Navajo as the first god. His reason for thinking thus is
that in the Hanélth’nayhe Emergence Myth he does not loom at all large in
the pantheon of gods, but is simply a passing figure.14

It has not been possible to prove the existence of a first god in
Navajo theology as proof is normally counted. But this writer is con-
vinced that such a deity indeed existed in their earlier thinking, but
that he has been lost since their arrival in the Four Corners area, per-

haps deliberately as a part of the process of acculturation. Here there

was no need for the religious beliefs which had been theirs in the north

country.

12vm2

1Bn116, NIT7

14Much more will be said of Bego’ chiddy in the next chapter.
According to one myth he was the great god, according to the other a very
minor god. There is in this writer's mind even a very serious doubt if
there was a Bego’chiddy in the Navajo religion until very recent years;
more of this in Chapter IV.
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In the Navajo concept of the doctrine of god it is of little or
no importance if there was a first god or not. There is definitely no
concept of god as the Lutheran Christian is able to understand God as the
Eternal One. The deities of Navajo religion are ones necessary to a
particular time and circumstance in life. It is necessary that someone
knows the rules the deities have set down for mankind to follow in main-
taining or restoring harmony. The Navajo concept of the doctrine of god
is much closer to that of the Graeco-Roman world than to that of the
Christian.

It was found in researching this material that missionaries almost
without exception were woefully ignorant of the Navajo theology, and
actually knew 1ittle more about the doctrine of god than that there were
many of them. This writer has been frequently criticized by missionaries
for attending "sings", even though his purpose was to gather information.
The main thrust of the cirticism appeared to be that he was, at least,

tacitly condoning the Navajo religion and worship by his presence.




CHAPTER IV
THE FORMER GODS

If the Hadenigai Myth is followed, information concerning the
former gods, that is, those present when the Emergence Myth begins, is
much more definitive than that concerning the first god. Variants do
exist, however, and a significant number of questions are again raised.

According to commonly accepted Navajo myth they are now living in
the Fourth World. Everything began in the First World. Progress was
vertically upward, and some of this progress will be traced in this
chapter and the succeeding chapter. More will be traced in Chapter VIII,
the Doctrine of Man. Beginning in the First World, Jak’don’ konoth, Running
Pitch Place, also known as the Black World, there were six gods present.
These gods, also referred to as people or persons, were: Bego’®chiddy,
Jash® jesh) jin, Etsdy-Hastéen, Etsd-Assun, Etsday Hash’kéh, and Ashéen-Assun.

Bego chiddy is referred to as the great god, or, sometimes, as
noted in the last chapter, the first god. He is described as having yel-
low hair and blue eyes, larger in size than the others, and with a deep
voice. The general character of Begd chiddy is that of patience and
tolerance with creation. His father was Shundéen, the Daylight, and his
mother was Shah’ bek’®loth, Ray of Sunshine. Navajo names are quite
definitive. His father, therefore, was that 1ight which comes after dawn,
but before sunrise. His mother was a ray of sunlight as separated from
other sunlight by clouds. The parental names would suggest that he had
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his origins in the very beginning and that he had a particular bright-
ness and separateness.]

Bego’chiddy might well be referred to as the creator god, in fact,
some informants insisted that he made or created the other five gods first
found with him in the First World, though most informants did not, nor do
the oral traditions.2 There are other gods whom he did create, each of
whom will be mentioned at the proper time. Four separate terms are used
to refer to his creative work: built, created, planted and made. This
terminology is repeated for the second, third and fourth worlds.

In the First World Bego’chiddy built four mountains; a white moun-
tain in the east, a blue mountain in the south, a yellow mountain in the
west, and a black mountain in the north. Then he made the mountains that
surround the whole earth, then the colored mountains that come and go,
and, finally, the red mountain in the middle of the world.

In the First World he created Willdchée, Red Ants; Willa’ zhini,
Black Ants; Willd’2itzoi, Yellow Ants; Willdehée’ tsai, Red and Black Ants;
Nicki’dol’ zholi, Gray Ants; Nahasar’ b’Hogandi, Termites; and Wol’aat,
Midges. The ants play important roles in the later emergences to the
other worlds, as well as in present day healing ceremonials, especially
the red and the black ants. This will be dealt with in Chapter VIII, The

Doctrine of Man, as well as in the latter portion of this chapter.

]Here we face one of the baffling aspects of the Navajo deities,
that they should have parents. To the Christian it is incomprehensible
as he views God without beginning. Not only does Bego’ chiddy have parents,
but they are parents which have not even been created as yet. The other
five gods also all have parents. Coyote Man has only a mother. This led
one Navajo to suggest that possibly his father was a devil.

2yM3, MM7, N14, N15, NI16



44

After he had created the ants, Bego’chiddy planted Lukatso, Bamboo,
on the east side. He planted ¥’d’gilly’tso, Big Sunflower, on the south
side. ILuka, Reed, was planted on the west side, and N’d’gilly, Little
Sunflower, on the north side.

When the planting was completed he made the First Law, Tsa’ tlai,
of which there is no explanation or definition given. In each succeeding
world he made one more law. Following the making of Tsa 