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“Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific knowledge and the Teachings of Plants” 
   
Every now and then you read something or see something or experience something that you 
feel compelled to share.   That’s the way I felt when I began reading “Braiding Sweetgrass” by 
Robin Wall Kimmerer.   With climate change, sea level rise, pollution, out of control 
development, etc., Kimmerer’s stories resonate more than ever.     First, a little about Robin 
Wall Kimmerer.  She is a mother, scientist, decorated professor, and enrolled member of the 
Citizen Potowatomi Nation.  She lives in Syracuse, New York, where she is a Distinguished 
Teaching Professor of Environmental Biology at the State University of New York, and the 
founder and director of the Center for Native Peoples and the Environment.   She has written 
two books – Braiding Sweetgrass, and her first book, called Gathering Moss.   
 
 
As Unitarian Universalists, the feeling of interconnectedness is not a new concept for us, as one 
of our 7 principles is “respect for the interdependent web of all existence for which we are a 
part.” 
 but when I started reading “Braiding Sweetgrass” it struck me as a tremendous deepening and 
reinforcement of what I already felt in my heart   
 
As a young girl and beyond, I never had a yearning to learn science.  It always seemed very dry 
and boring, but Robin Wall Kimmerer, in her book, Braiding Sweetgrass, gave me a different 
perspective on science, as she “braids” together scientific knowledge, indigenous wisdom, and 
the teachings of plants.   I told my husband, if Robin Wall Kimmerer had been my teacher, my 
life may have taken an entirely different path. 
But here I am today, and with each page of her book, my connection became that much 
stronger to all of the life forms around me. 
 
First I’d like to share that I learned about this book from my daughter’s fiancé, Matthew.  I 
immediately went to Quail Ridge bookstore in Raleigh to buy this special edition, getting the 
last one in stock.  I was told it sells as fast as they get it.   it was originally written in 2013, but in 
2020, it was released again – with a beautiful new cover, with a ribbon marker, and with a new 
foreword acknowledging the challenges we are faced with but also showing us a path forward.  
 
The book begins with the creation story of Skywoman, which Sarah shared with you today in 
the story of all ages.  There are many versions of this story, that the Native Americans shared, 
but when Skywoman fell to the earth, and the animals helped soften her fall, she brought with 
her the beginning seeds which she scattered on the ground and as the world turned from 
brown to green she shared the slimmest of instructions to “use your gifts and dreams for 
good.”   She accepted the gifts from the other beings with open hands and used them 
honorably.   
 



 In this book, Kimmerer compares the Indigenous teachings, to our Western teachings.  In the 
Western tradition there is a recognized hierarchy of beings, with, of course, the human being 
on top – the pinnacle of evolution, the darling of Creation – and the plants at the bottom.  But 
in Native ways of knowing, human people are often referred to as “the younger brothers of 
Creation.”  She goes on to say that Humans have the least experience in how to live and thus 
the most to learn – we must look to our teachers among the other species for guidance.  Their 
wisdom is apparent in the way they live.  They teach by example.   Plants know how to make 
food and medicine from light and water, and then they give it away.  
 
Throughout the book she gives examples of what we can learn from plants, what they can teach 
us, and how the Native Americans understood the importance of respecting plants and showing 
this by always showing gratitude.   
Why Sweetgrass?  Its scientific name hierochloe odorata, means the fragrant holy grass.   In the 
Potowatomi language, it is called wiiingaashk, the sweet-smelling hair of Mother Earth.  
Breathe it in and you start to remember things you didn’t know you’d forgotten.  A sheaf of 
sweetgrass, bound at the end and divided into thirds, is ready to braid.  Braiding sweetgrass 
requires a certain amount of tension, so the sweetest way to braid, is to have someone hold the 
end so you pull gently against each other, leaning end, chatting and laughing.  Linked by 
sweetgrass, there is reciprocity between you.  Can we bend our heads together and make a 
braid while we honor the earth?    And how does sweetgrass spread – underground through 
rhizomes, much like the message of this book – word of mouth, person to person, hand to 
hand.  
Her quote – “I can offer you a braid of sweetgrass, but it is not mine to give, nor yours to take.  
Wiiingaashk belongs to herself.  So I offer a braid of stories meant to heal our relationship to 
the world, wove from 3 strands, indigenous ways of knowing, scientific knowledge, and stories 
that can be medicine for our broken relationship with the earth.” 
 
  The native people understood this.  They discovered the Three Sisters, for example, Corn, 
Beans, and Squash, and how when planted together they can feed the people, feed the land, 
and feed our imaginations, telling us how we might live.   Corn provides tall stalks, its leaves 

in every direction to catch the sun, the beans twine around the leaves, so they are not 
out competed by sprawling squash vines.   The beans also stabilize the tall corn during 
heavy winds and provide the necessary nitrogen to fertilize the soil. At the feet of the 
corn and beans, the leaves of the squash grow wider, as they shelter the soil at the 
base of the corn and beans, keeping moisture in, and other plants and insects out. 
Together their stems inscribe what looks like a blueprint for the world, a map of balance and 
harmony.  Respect one another, support one another, bring your gift to the world, and receive 
the gifts of others, and there will be enough for all.  When the individuals flourish, so does the 
whole.    
 
I loved the chapter on Strawberries.  Kimmerer quotes – “I was raised by strawberries, fields of 
them.”   I thought back to my own childhood when in first grade, in Maysville, our family lived 
just across the field from the elementary school.  My brothers and I would walk to school each 
morning and we were blessed with the gift of wild strawberries to pick on the way home.  This 



was a very special gift indeed.   In Potowatomi, the strawberry is ode min, the heart berry.   
They are recognized as the leaders of the berries, the first to bear fruit.  Kimmerer said that 
strawberries first shaped her view of a world full of gifts simply scattered at your feet.  It is not 
a reward; you cannot earn it, or call it to you, or even deserve it.  Your only role is to be open-
eyed and present.   Kimmerer said as a child she experienced the world as a gift economy, 
“goods and services” not purchased but received as gifts from the earth.   I’ve always loved 
strawberries, but buying them from the store does not compare to picking them from the 
earth.   
The indigenous people identified them as the berry people – non human persons, sovereign 
beings with their own wisdom.  She mentions how our laws give corporations the status of 
people with rights, but not plants.   
When we understand something as a gift, it opens doors that also lead to reciprocity.  When 
someone gives you a gift, don’t you feel inspired to reciprocate in some way?  The same can be 
true with our natural world.  
 
So what is our response to the gifts of the earth?  Most of the world has chosen to view the 
earth as property, but we can choose differently.  We can choose to view Mother Earth as a 
world made of gifts.    How do we honor those gifts?  As Kimmerer put it, “ we obviously don’t 
have the answer yet, based on the wounds we have inflicted and continue to inflict upon the 
earth.”      
 
The Indigenous natives practiced what they called Honorable Harvest.  These are rules that 
govern what they take, shape their relationships with the natural world, and rein in the 
tendency to consume, so that the world may be as rich for the seventh generation as it is for 
our own.   
These are some of the principles of Honorable Harvest: 

• “Never take the first plant you find, as it might be the last – and you want that first one 
to speak well of you to the others of her kind.” 

• Ask permission to the plant (taking without permission is stealing) 

• Give it respect and thanks 

• Good manners always 

• You must listen for the answer 

• See if the plants are healthy and have enough to share – if not, go home 

• Take only what you need and no more 

• Use everything you take 

• Take in a way that does the least harm – if a stick works, don’t use a shovel 

• Be grateful always 

• Always share with others – humans and others 
She brought up a very current relatable example  – imagine if a land developer eyed a prime 
parcel of woodland and had to ask permission of the forest before converting it to pavement; 
what if he or she had to ask for only what they needed and had to give some back in return.   
We have chosen these policies to live by, and they can be changed!   
 



Take only what is given to you.  And yet as a society, we take indiscriminately from the earth, 
whatever we want.   Can we apply the concept of Honorable Harvest to our environmental 
challenges today?  I quote,  “Coal from the mountaintops is not given to us, shale gas from 
hydra fracking poisons water so we can have more things to throw away, is not given to us. 
Sun’s energy is given to us – wind blows every day.  Taking only what is given could be a key 
part of a sustainable energy policy.”  
 
 
So again, what does the earth ask of us – what is our response to the gifts of the earth? 
As the indigenous people understood, gratitude is one of the most important responses.   
I had a very moving experience several years ago when I traveled to India.  I participated in a 
ceremony in Rishikesh that takes place every afternoon along the Ganges River – called the Aarti 
ceremony.  The purpose of the ceremony is giving thanks to “Mother Ganga”.  It was around a 
fire, and there was chanting and singing.  It was very beautiful and moving – in fact brought me 
to tears, and it was a reminder of all the life-sustaining gifts that are received from the river.   
When we truly feel that gratitude for these gifts, we understand our responsibility to respect the 
gifts of the plants, land, water, and therefore protect them.    

 

I’d like to close with Kimmerer’s powerful words:  

“As a society we stand at the brink, we know we do. Through the hole that 
opens at our feet, we can look down and see a glittering blue and green 
planet, as if from the vantage point of space, vibrating with birdsong and 
toads and tigers. We could close our eyes, keep breathing poison air, witness 
the extinction of our relatives and continue to measure our worth by how 
much we take. We could cover our ears to our own knowing, back away 
from the edge and retreat to the gray decline. 

In this time of transformation, when creation and destruction wrestle like 
Skywoman’s mythic grandsons, gambling with the future of the earth, what 
would it take for us to follow Skywoman? To jump to the new world, to co-
create it? Do we jump because we look over our shoulders at the implacable 
suffering marching toward us and jump from fear and portent? Or perhaps 
we look down, drawn toward the glittering green, hear the birdsong, smell 
the Sweetgrass and yearn to be part of a different story. The story we long 
for, the story that we are beginning to remember, the story that remembers 
us. 



What does it take to abandon what does not work and take the risks of 
uncertainty? We’ll need courage; we’ll need each other’s hands to hold and 
faith in the geese to catch us. It would help to sing. The landing might not be 
soft, but land holds many medicines. Propelled by love, ready to work, we 
can jump toward the world we want to co-create, with pockets full of seeds. 
And rhizomes.” 

 
   
Possible Ending words at end of service -  
 
“We are showered every day with gifts, but they are not meant for us to keep.  Their life is in 
their movement, the inhale and the exhale of our shared breath.  Our work and our joy is to pass 
along the gift and to trust that what we put out into the universe will always come back.” 
 
 


