Chinle, Arizona

Navaho Indian Reservation: An Experience in the Nusing Program

By Kathy White

The Navaho people or Dene’ as they liked to bledas an ancient nomadic people,
which most Americans know as Native Americans IndgiaThe research of the Navaho
people shows that they migrated across the Bettiragt $1 Alaska from what is now known
as Russia and migrated south into parts of théreortl South American continents. They
have lived for thousands of years and have a @uthat is unique to them. Their belief
system revolves around the Goddess called whitévsbman. She gave them the sacred
corn plant. They use the corn as food, as a oelggicon, and use the corn pollen in their

healing ceremonies.

My expectations of the Navaho/Chinle experiencesevto have a greater
understanding of the Navaho people, their cultineglitions, and medicine. My desire was
that this experience would enhance my own spiiitjuahd personal beliefs of a higher
being that | call GOD, Holy Spirit, and Jesus. a&Asurse, | know that in order to have
complete healing, one must treat the whole persody, mind, spirit, and soul, that | call
the life force. My personal goal was to have atgeunderstanding of a culture that lives
life based on spirituality and associates thegr fidrce with the sun, moon, stars, earth and

nature.

The purpose for going to Chinle is that it haapital located in the center of town
and as a registered nurse, | was to participateanreatment, healing, and culture of the
Navaho people that | encountered. The most intrggpart of the Navaho experience was
the use of medicine men/women that performed tlaérigeceremonies in conjunction with

traditional western medicine modalities.




The first encounter with a healing ceremony wab@tHogan located adjacent to

the hospital (below).

From Left to Right, Elaine Hummel, RN, NP, NGCSUrbing Faculty; BSN. Meredith
Ivey, R.N BSN Student. Carrie Snead, R.N. BSN Stude

We met with two medicine men. The first one, kahas the gift of crystal gazing

and performs the light way ceremony. He can diagriisease while looking through his

crystal when it is held close to the body. He nee his gift and crystal from his father and

said that the crystal is hundreds of years old.alde explained that the Hogan is built
significantly to honor the sacred goddess calledvhite shell woman. The Navaho people
say that she is a sacred being that came from hembrought them the sacred corn
kernel. She showed them how to plant, cook, aedhss entire corn plant. It is remarkable
that corn can grow in the high desert climate agzéma, but in the valley of Canyon De

Chelley, (pronounced dee-shay) corn thrives there.




The Hogan is the building where all the ceremoaresperformed. Most every
Navaho household in Chinle and the surroundingvesen has a Hogan attached or
located close to their home. The Hogan structutmiilt to honor the Sacred white shell
woman and it is comprised of 12 logs per wall, vaight sides which when multiplied is
96. Then the six doorway logs, and the doorwayaaurequal 102. That was the age of the
Sacred white shell woman when she left the Navauople to go to heaven. The Hogan
can be as large as need be, but it must have the aaount of logs and sides or
ceremonies cannot be performed in it. Medicine ey stressed the importance of the

use of the sacred corn plant during the all theroenies.

The second medicine man was Gerald. He does oeiesnand healing chants. He
travels across the Navaho reservation to perfoaseiteremonies. He gets paid cash to
perform the ceremonies when the person is notarhtspital. However, if the person is
hospitalized the ceremony is free. He stressethtpertance of using native medicine in
conjunction with traditional western medicine fantplete healing. Gerald was five years
old when his grandfather prophesied that he washbeen one to receive the gift of
healing. He was very proud to accept that proplaacypractice the ancient custom of
healing. He stated that his nephew was chosesctave the gift of healing, but that his

nephew would not accept the gift and now he is@fizat the gift will be lost.

On the Navaho reservation, there are 110 acti@etipng medicine men and

women, which is a drop from 150 in 5 years. Gesddod said that the chants and

ceremonies are to be memorized from the time theopeaccepts the gift of healing.
However, the lost ceremonies and chants were magarorized or even written down, so
there is over 50 ceremonial songs and chants ¢ been lost over the years. Now the
Navaho medicine counsel has started to recordetemonial songs and chants, so the

words will not be lost.




| also visited the sacred land called Canyon Dellef (below).
This is the sacred Navaho land that was givendmthy the sacred white shell woman, and
the land has been theirs since the beginning aflifee | could not believe how dirt and
rock could be so beautiful. Some of the rock farores were the shelter for the ancient

Anazasi people and they built adobe homes in tiiesca

| personally feel that God handed the Navajo petpt most beautiful and perfect

part of the world that will never be touched by lmmmechanization and modernization.

Since the farming that is done in the canyon Isatiy done by Navajo families who honor
it, the natural evolution of the canyon will onlg bhanged by the rain, wind and melting

snow, that mother earth provides it.




Canyon De Chelley (below).

The last day of our visit, we went to the Chintespital Hogan to have out final

farewell talk with two Native Americans who are prieent in their community. The first

was Johnson Dennison. He is a traditional Navaaben who specializes in disease

diagnosis and does perform some ceremonies. kedtalith us about how important it is
to have a collaborative effort with native and veestmedicine. He also spoke to us about
the importance of being cultural sensitive to ashehs | was listening, | became aware of
how different we all are, but we all have the sajoals to live a good life and to reach for a
higher purpose. We all come from different fansieultures, traditions, and teachings, but
the most important thing is how we all need to tescious of other cultures and to




consciously strive to get along with those whodiferent from us under any circumstance.

The next person was Ursula. She is a nurse mie-wiifo delivers babies in the hospital as

well as in the home. She also participates in nfeating ceremonies. She also reinforced
the need for cultural sensitivity, and spoke alibatimportance of collaboration of native
and western medicine. She states that the mdkeafeliveries she does is confined to the
hospital for safety of the mother and child, beedilne reservation area is so large that
emergency personnel could not get to an emergenayimely fashion.

From left to right: Kim Hudson-Gallogly, RN NP BSBlculty, Kathy White, RN BSN Student, Meredith ly&N BSN
Student, Carrie Snead RN BSN Student, Elaine HumRMINP BSN faculty, Jennifer Meadows RN BSN Stugen
Tammy McCoy, RN, Diane Nelson, RN, Patine Waltore&r RN.




The medicine men/women are considered do be ttidbbae of the Navaho society
and all of them play an important part in keepingit Navaho culture alive. The Navaho
culture is a very important part of American higtand one of the oldest known races of the
North American continent. All Americans need t@gehis culture alive by teaching this
culture to our young children so they will know amtlerstand how America has evolved
and how to respect the cultures and views of a#san our great country.

My expectations of my visit became a realityelt as if | had reached a greater

understanding of life. | felt very close to thergeing that | call GOD, and | hope that in

my own future | can use the talent and gifts that@®®D has given me to be the best nurse

that | can be and treat the whole person; bodydnspirit, and soul that | call the life force.




