Medicine Dog

By Follows The Bear

A cool breeze runs across the prairie setting the tall grasses into motion.  In a small dell, a band of Warriors sit around a campfire, recounting the day’s hunt laughing and singing.  Grandmother Moon is full this night, rising in the clear sky; casting fleeting shadows at the feet of the grazing ponies.  As She rises above the surrounding hills, other voices join those of the singing Warriors; mournful, yipping voices sing to Grandmother Moon.  The Warriors stop singing and listen to the new singers, to the stories they tell of Magic and Medicine.  Coyote sings this night, bringing lessons to those who can hear and understand.

Coyote has many names; Tsunk Manitou, Medicine Dog, The Trickster and thousands of myths and legends surround him.  Coyote stole Fire and hid it away in Wood.  He then taught the People how to call forth Fire from Wood to warm their lodges and cook their food.  Medicine Dog made tools and taught the People how to use them, that they may better feed and shelter themselves.  One of these tools was the bow.  After he made the bow, Coyote discovered that he could shoot arrows at the stars and make pictures in the night sky.  When we look at the stars, we can still see his handiwork.

Shortly after creation, Coyote looked around at the other animals and was unhappy.  Bear was powerful, Deer was swift and Eagle soared high in the sky; but he had no special gifts.  He called upon Creator to for a new name.  Wakan Tanka agreed and said he would rename all the animals the next morning.  Coyote was smart and knew he would have to be first in line to get a good name, so he decided to stay awake all night.  He almost succeeded.  When he awoke, Coyote ran to where Creator was conducting the naming ceremony.  “What is my name?” he cried “Can I be Bear?”  Creator said, “No, that name is taken.”  “How about Eagle, then I can fly near Grandfather Son?”  “No, that name is also taken.”  “What am I to be called then?” asked Coyote.  Wakan Tanka replied, “You shall be called…..Coyote.”  Poor Coyote was crestfallen, “Bear is powerful, Deer is swift even Skunk has powerful Medicine, but what am I?”  Seeing his despair, Creator said, “Coyote, you are what you are and I shall grant you powerful Medicine, the Medicine of Laughter.”

Coyote is the Trickster, whose pranks often work against him.  In falling victim to his own traps and pranks, Coyote teaches us to laugh at ourselves.  He may set his tail on fire, while playing with matches, and nearly drown when he jumps in a river to put out the flames.  A boulder may roll over him and he will say, “Was that a boulder?  I better go see.” Only to have it roll over him again.  Through all of this, Coyote will survive and see the humor in it.  I am often reminded of a popular cartoon involving Coyote.  In it, Coyote plans any number of schemes to catch a particular, albeit very fast, bird.  Nothing works as planned, the bird escapes and Coyote survives to plan again.  Why does he not know that the next plan will end as disastrously, can he not learn from his mistakes?  Coyote may lose the battle, but he is never beaten.

What does Coyote teach us?  He teaches the humor of the ages; that if we can not laugh at ourselves we have lost the battle.  When things get too serious, Coyote will come, full of tricks and antics to lighten the mood.

Within the dell, the fire burns low, the Warrior’s songs have ceased as sleep overtakes them.  Coyote’s song continues; what lessons does it carry?
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