Sweatlodge

By Follows The Bear

A well-worn path leads through the forest near a free running river in Western Washington.  It is here that the Salmon still run, Eagle hunts and Deer comes to drink.  In times past, a People lived along this river; at one with their environment.  Gaining sustenance from this land and learning the lessons of the Earth Mother.  The path enters a small glade where a fire burns brightly.  Beyond the fire are an earthen altar and a circular structure covered with hides.  A man removes heated stones from the fire and carries them to the low, East facing door.  Soon, the door is closed, sealing out all light and the outside world.  Muted voices are raised within the structure, raised in song, in prayer, speaking ancient tongues now seldom heard.  The ceremony continues as it has in ages past.  On this sacred spot, man offers up his prayers to the Great Mystery in a ceremony older than memory.  The ceremony of Sweatlodge.

Sweatlodge, to those lacking experience in this area, the word probably conjures up many mystic and mysterious images.  This is understandable since the lodge is small, dark and confined.  It is very hot and filled with steam that is made from pouring pure water over read-hot stones.

Many tribes consider the Sweatlodge a return to the womb of the Earth Mother, a place where prayers are offered to Wakan Tanka, the Great Mystery, and the spirits.  It is also a place of physical and spiritual cleansing.

Stones are blessed and stacked in a firepit by the firetender.  A sacred fire is then built and maintained to heat the stones red hot.  Tobacco is offered, thanking the trees who gave themselves that the fire may impart heat to the “Old Ones” (the stones).  Sage is often given to the fire as a way of purifying the stones and the area around the Lodge.  The number of stones may vary; depending upon the reason the ceremony was called.  In many cases, the total number of stones is a multiple of 4 or 7, plus 1 for the “spirit round”.  When called for, the firetender carries one stone at a time, until the number for the round is reached.  The stones are place in a smaller pit in the center of the lodge and the door is closed.  Medicines, such as Tobacco, Sage or Sweetgrass, are offered to the stones as they enter, and they are welcomed by all as the Honored Elders that they are.  Water is poured over the heated stones producing steam, and opening prayers are offered by all within the lodge.

Here, procedure may vary from tribe to tribe, and individual to individual, but in many cases the Spirits of the Four Directions are invited to enter.  Songs may be sung and prayers made.  Prayers for healing and strength along with prayers for guidance or for a vision are offered, all in attendance offer support and energy to the prayers, for within the Lodge, all are Brothers.

Outside the Lodge, the firetender maintains the fire; while a doortender sits near the entrance, alert to the surroundings and watching for signs.  Does Eagle fly near the Lodge?  If so, in which direction?  Did Woodpecker begin drumming upon a nearby tree during the singing?  All signs have meaning to those who can see them.  The doortender also listens for the call to open the door, signaling the end of the round.  Once opened more stones are called for and the next round begins.  Upon completion of 4 rounds, many then call for a single, large stone to be brought into the lodge for a “Spirit Round”.  During this time all remaining medicines and water are offered to the stones, final prayers are made and the Spirits are thanked for the lessons they have shared.  Often, the Chanupa or Medicine Pipe is smoked during or immediately after the Lodge.

In the Old Ways, participants wore that which the Creator gave them at birth.  The unencumbered contact with the Earth Mother is a desirable thing; but in more modern times, shorts and towels may also be taken into Lodge.  The combination of steam, sweat, dirt floor and the fact that most of the participants have fasted for the preceding 24 hours, they emerge from the lodge muddied and in a physically weakened condition.  A large meal is usually produced for the participants, which marks the conclusion of the ceremony.

Those unfamiliar with Sweatlodge often assume that drugs, such as Peyote, are a part of the ceremony.  I have never found this to be the case, and though the Tobacco smoked in the Medicine Pipe may be mixed with other medicines, such as Sage or KinnickKinnick, drugs are not included nor tolerated.  It is not unusual for participants to experience visions while in lodge.  I personally have traveled to the Spirit World on a number of occasions while in Lodge.

The story that comes to mind relates to my first Sweatlodge.  It was a large lodge, with approximately 20 – 25 people, very confining and nearly impossible to move.  At one point, I perceived that I was alone in the lodge, unable neither to see the others, nor to touch them or the walls of the lodge itself.  The entire universe seemed to have expanded and I was alone in it, except for a large Bear that was in the lodge with me.  Now, my conscious mind told me that this was impossible, but my subconscious told me to believe what I saw and to listen.  The Bear looked at me and said, “You no longer need to be here.  Follow me and I will lead you out.”  I crawled around the pit, still unable to touch the walls or any of the others, who were in the lodge, until I reached the door.  The doortender helped me out of the lodge as asked if I was OK.  All I could say was “Where is the bear?”  As I looked back in the lodge, I realized that the other participants were still there.  The Bear had told me to follow him and I did.  I am known to this day as Follows The Bear, a name bestowed upon me by a venerated Lakota Elder in honor of this experience.  Many of my friends who follow other spiritual paths prefer to not believe the story about the Bear.  I know it to be true because I was there.

Many things can happen in Sweatlodge.  Emerging from the Lodge symbolizes Rebirth, after a symbolic death and return to the womb of the Earth Mother.  Father Sky seems an amazing shade of blue, and the Creator invented the colors of the grass and flowers for just this occasion.  Senses are heightened and all things in the physical world are new again, to be experienced for the first time.

What is Sweatlodge?  It is a place of cleansing, of communing with the Great Mystery, Wakan Tanka.  It’s about finding answers and guidance.  The symbolism of death and rebirth into a New World.  Of crying for a vision while finding support from Brothers in trying times and giving support to those in need.  Of asking not for yourself, but for the People, and in the People finding strength.
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