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Introduction: What Is Sacred?  
 
In this opening passage, LaDuke emphasizes the concept of healing. She introduces Native Americans’ spiritual 
relationship with nature and the ways that their practices have been threatened over time through colonialism and 
Christian religious dominance. She also introduces several pieces of U.S. legislation that are meant to protect 
indigenous peoples and their spiritual practices, but that have mostly failed to actually be recognized. This 
government relationship is key. “The integrity of what is sacred to Native Americans will be determined by the 
government that has been responsible for doing everything in its power to destroy Native American cultures” (11).  
 
After reading just the first few pages through this introduction, I know that I really like LaDuke’s style of writing. Her 
language is very powerful. I think that she represents the complexities of these relationships and paradigms for U.S. 
Native Americans very well. I liked her explanation of “two separate spiritual paradigms and one dominant culture – 
make that a dominant culture with an immense appetite for natural resources” (14). Our dominant consuming culture 
often seems to only recognize Christian tradition as legitimate. The leaching relationship between church and state 
and cultural norms in our country has always been a difficult one for me to understand, and reading about it through 
the eyes of an indigenous writer is very interesting.  
 
 
Chapter 1: God, Squirrels, and the Universe  
 
This chapter focuses on the case study of University of Arizona’s Mt. Graham International Observatory to explain 
the political and economic forces that can overwhelm an indigenous group. Telescopes have been placed throughout 
land where the Apache people practice spiritual traditions, with the approval of Congress, the University, the Vatican, 
and other “white men” lobbyists. Though the Apache people have been utilizing (and respecting) this land for years, 
their requests to conserve it go unprotected by laws that are supposed to protect all religious freedoms. Those in 
power can easily deem Apache arguments illegitimate or unconvincing. The university pushes for development to 
become the biggest and best while Apache interests are ignored.  
 
This case draws attention to the role of power and money. The Apache’s case for protecting the land makes sense. It 
is just and moral, and seems so obviously the right thing to do. But they don’t have money or lobbyists or apparently 
even a credible religion to protect their beliefs and practices in the same way that bodies like the University and the 
Vatican can. I think in this case I was most shocked by the Vatican’s position. Though an extremely powerful entity, 
the Vatican is at its heart a religious group, but here seems like an unfeeling political power. I also think this shows 
that it can be easy to get caught up in money and power. Another astronomer said of the University of Arizona, “The 
project is about ‘self-aggrandizement,’ he says. ‘It’s got nothing to do with science, technology and truth or the best 
use of taxpayers’ money’” (29). I really like LaDuke’s closing line – “the environmentalists and the Apaches are 
asserting that man is no longer at the center of nature” (32). The case exampled in this chapter really demonstrates 
this idea that we’ve become removed from nature because of our interests in power and money. Might it not be more 
empowering to respect the rights of the Apaches by leaving the land alone rather than spend millions just to build an 
unnecessary technology that will destroy nature? Can the University look at it from the perspective that outsiders may 
admire them more greatly for respecting the Apaches than for installing another observatory?  


