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 Mankind has long searched for spiritual guidance and physical power in order to 
bring meaning to life.  Monks and priests have sought eternal salvation through 
mutilation, denial, and commitment.  Kings, Queens, and trained warriors of every 
culture, have fought major battles in the ultimate quest to conquer enemy nations and 
advance kingdoms.  History books reveal that a person or country’s destiny, when 
accepted and acted upon, has the potential to change the world time and again.   
 Long ago, Vikings fought hard to reach Odin, the god of battle and death, in the 
halls of Asgard, called Valhalla.  Entrance into this desired kingdom had to be earned 
through valor.  Many Vikings struggling to exhibit worthiness earned the name, berserker 
or berserk, because of their incredible determination to reach the mighty Asgard palace.    
 Like the Vikings, Native Americans were unyielding foes and sought the 
equivalent of Asgard through visions.  If a man walked the red road, a road of peace, if 
he followed the ways of the spirits and was not found wanting, at death his spirit drifted 
over the pines to the happy hunting grounds in the sacred Paha Sapa, the Black Hills, to 
join the spirits of his ancestors.   
 For the Indian, finding one’s destiny was a very important undertaking.  Life was 
nomadic.  And through this nomadic lifestyle, danger and the unknown determined every 
decision.  In order to maintain life and protect it, men needed to know which way to lead 
the people, their families, and what to expect from the future.   
 Lakota Sioux were preoccupied with seeking visions.  Their lives were focused on 
faith, the earth around them, and family.  From the time they were little children, they 
were brought up listening to tales of Tunkashila, Grandfather stories on long winter 
nights, which were moral lessons lived out by animals (four-leggeds), birds (two-leggeds 
and winged ones), and insects (crawlers), to show an example of the red road so that the 
circle of life, the mighty hoop, would not break. 
 Visions were received through dreams or during the Sun Dance, but most were 
received by an in-depth ritual called The Vision Quest Rite.  This rite began by 
purification in a sweat lodge.  This Initi, was a lodge made of willows, sealed with layers 
of animal skins, and filled with layers of sage.  Hot stones were placed in the center of 
this lodge.  Men sat around these stones and poured water over them to purify the breath, 
ni.  After spending many hours in the lodge with select members of the tribe, who prayed 
and chanted all the while, a young brave was given advice about the vision quest before 
being sent toward a distant hill to cry for a vision.  (Bear Butte, in the Black Hills, often 
served this purpose.)  
 Naked, given only a buffalo robe to protect his body, the brave carried a pipe 
filled with kinnikinic (tobacco), sealed with tallow, for the long trip up the mountain.  
Upon arrival at the prepared site, a ten foot area of cleared earth bearing a center pole, the 
young man turned his buffalo robe fur side out and faced east, waiting for the sun to rise.  
He then raised his pipe, walked toward the east consumed with prayer, retraced his steps 
to the center pole, and counted off steps to the next direction.  This process was repeated 
time and again.  Without rest.  Without food.  Until the brave often collapsed, knowing 
that if he did so, his head must touch the center pole. 



 During the vision quest, any live thing had the potential to be a messenger from 
the spirit world.  Through prayer, the brave was expected to keep his mind clear of fear 
and doubt.  For as long as he could stay alive, he was expected to stay at the Vision Quest 
site.  And when the brave finally returned to the village, he entered the sweat lodge a 
second time.   
 Not unlike modern superstition, the belief that we should withhold our dreams 
from others until we’ve eaten, the brave had to refrain from telling anyone what he’d seen 
during the vision quest rite until he’d spoken to a shaman.  To prove his sincerity, he 
often had to bite the knife in order to confirm the truth.  If a vision was determined to be 
wakan, sacred, the vision was deciphered and the brave was usually given a new name.   
 Lakota placed great value and emphasis on dreams, visions.  Warriors fought with 
special shields, which gave them protection from the white man’s gun.  Horses were 
painted before battle.  Warriors abstained from intercourse, kneeled before or charged the 
enemy, wore medicine pouches of mystical origin, and refused to use weapons after they 
had been used on certain animals, when going into battle.  Altering one action slightly, 
defied the spirits, brought about an end to great medicine or spiritual power and often 
entertained certain death. 
  Crazy Horse, a famous Oglala chief, dreamed he would return in stone and 
during his lifetime, he wore a stone on his left ear to symbolize this.  He was a shy, brave 
man who rarely bragged of his prowess in battle, contrary to Sioux tradition and was 
killed in 1877.  Now, 128 years later, his image is being carved in stone at Crazy Horse 
National Monument in the Black Hills.  The monument, Crazy Horse charging on 
horseback with an outstretched arm, challenges all people to be courageous enough to 
follow and commit to a dream.  After all, action, when taken, leads to destiny.   
 Sitting Bull, a famous Hunkpapa chief, dreamed white soldiers would fall like 
rain into camp and that his people would swat them like flies.  At a Sun Dance in the 
spring of 1876, he told his people to fight to kill and that following July, the Sioux 
defeated Custer at the Little Bighorn River in Montana.  In 1890, responding to the dying 
spirit of his people, Sitting Bull dreamed again.  This time, he sought to unite his people 
by reviving the Ghost Dance, initiated in the 1860’s by a Paiute named Wodziwob, and 
spread amongst the tribes in 1889, by a Paiute named Wovoka.  
 Destiny often comes at a price.  Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull were killed by 
Indian scouts and agents, some of the very people they had tried to save.  And ironically, 
the Ghost Dance led to the massacre at Wounded Knee.     
 Both men are an example of how Lakota sacrificed themselves, their own comfort 
and safety, for the good of all.  The philosophy was that Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit, 
gave everything and therefore, a man gave of himself, albeit through denial in the Vision 
Quest and sacrifice of flesh at the Sun Dance, or even a dedicated life that proved 
threatening or problematic to those who didn’t understand the vision or dream.   
 Don’t be afraid to dream or seek a vision.  Spend time listening to your heart.  
You may be destined to change the world or influence someone who can. 
 
 


