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conditions were the only viable option, I
hope I would have the strength to make
that awful choice. 

Broadening my thoughts on this top-
ic of migration, seeking refuge, desper-
ate journeys, I have serious questions
for those intent on placing even more
obstacles in the way, those who have the
power to make it even more difficult for
displaced persons to reach safe ground.
Those who think primarily of their own
freedom and safety, who believe in strict
policies and secure walls built on the
firm foundation of their own (politi-
cized) faith, are playing a cruel god-
game with real human lives. They wish
to protect their own “sacred land,” spe-
cially chosen for them, blessed by their
God who shines His grace from sea to
sea, secure border to border. These
proud citizens have closed the door and
locked it behind them, deaf to the “hud-
dled masses yearning to be free” (appar-
ently forgetting that they, or their ances-
tors only a few generations ago, were
migrating seekers themselves). No one
seriously wants “open borders,” yet, as
cellist Pablo Casals once said: “Love of
one’s country is wonderful, but why
should love stop at the border?” Is there
a wall or fence or mentality so solid to
stop love – basic humanity?

With a background in biblical stud-
ies, I wonder how the people who build

fences with their faith and borders with
their beliefs, can honestly explain their
views in light of central stories of their
own sacred scriptures. Abraham was “a
wandering Aramean,” part of a nomadic
culture, leading his family and flocks
from place to place, searching for sus-
tainable land. The Hebrews were slaves
in the land of Egypt, led to liberation by
an Egyptian prince named Moses, mak-
ing the uncertain migration through
lands inhabited by many cultures, fol-
lowing the promise of a better, more sta-
ble life – a place to put down roots. The
people of Israel suffered in exile for a
long time before they could return to
their homeland in Palestine. The young
immigrant family with an infant son
was forced to flee the terror of a para-
noid king, reversing the Exodus to re-
turn to Egypt. We could round out the
biblical narrative of displacement, spot-
lighting the struggle endured by the
early persecuted Christian community
who placed their hopes in a new prom-
ised land. Their pilgrimage was fraught
with fearfulness and finality.

The question for those who fear the
ones seeking refuge, standing their
ground to “guard the gates” against be-
lievers following the star to the light on
the hill, is simple: Why have you exiled
your own Bible and fled your faith?

A thought came to mind in a conver-

sation I had with someone after a lec-
ture: Since it is quite possible the vast
majority of asylum seekers coming to
American borders are Christians, what
if they were in a religious procession
(rather than characterized as a criminal
mob in “caravans,” like some horde of
barbarians), perhaps led by priests and
ministers? What if news reports fo-
cused on migrant families praying at the
border, testifying to their reasons for
fleeing their homes, and the way sin-
cerely-held faith guides their journey?
What if their migration was expressed
in no uncertain terms as a forced but
faithful pilgrimage, a modern day equiv-
alent in every way to the Exodus from
Egypt, the Escape from Exile and the
Holy Family’s entry and exit from
Egypt? How would the “followers of Je-
sus” respond, those who call for walls
and preach for protection from the “in-
vaders” they fear are “replacing” good
white Christians?

It seems that many who claim to “be-
lieve in the Bible” neither read it or take
to heart these fundamental scriptural
stories.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. His books and blogs are 
presented on “Friendly Freethinker” 
(chighland.com).
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I was reading the troubling story of a
Venezuelan family making the arduous
journey to the U.S. border. Leaving the
land of their birth, they walk through
Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Hondu-
ras, El Salvador, Guatemala and Mexico.
Swindled out of money, enduring a dan-
gerous jungle crossing, constantly fear-
ing robbers and rapists, drinking river
water, they sustain themselves with for-
titude and faith. They pray often to
make it safely to a new country where
they can live free of fear ... where they
can simply live.

The long and treacherous journey of
this family, a mother, father, children
and grandmother, makes me think more
deeply about the age-old human quest
for freedom, a search often sustained by
beliefs, in the guidance of a God, or the
“human spirit.” I reflect on whether I
could do it, if I could make the journey
undertaken by that family, or the thou-
sands of families, as a refugee seeking
someplace to call home. I’m not sure I
could do that. If it was to keep my loved
ones safe, and risking terribly unsafe

In the worldview of the Dakota peo-
ples, sometimes referred to as Sioux,
“the sacred is woven in” the land where
the Creator placed them, said Iyekiyapi-
win Darlene St. Clair, a professor at St.
Cloud State University in central Min-
nesota.

But some places have a special rele-
vance, because of events that occurred
there, a sense of stronger spiritual pow-
er, or their importance in origin stories,
she added.

These quarries of a unique variety of
red pipestone check all three – starting
with a history of enemy tribes laying
down arms to allow for quarrying, with
several stories warning that if fights
broke out over the rare resource, it
would make itself unavailable to all. 

The colorful prayer ties and flags
hung from trees alongside the trails that
lead around the pink and red rocks testi-
fy to the continued sacredness of the
space.

“It was always a place to go pray,” said
Gabrielle Drapeau, a cultural resource
specialist and park ranger at the monu-
ment who started coming here as a
child.

From her elders in the Yankton Sioux
Tribe of South Dakota, Drapeau grew up
hearing one of many origin stories for
the pipestone: In time immemorial, a
great flood killed most people in the
area, their blood seeping into the stone
and turning it red. But the Creator came,
pronounced it a place of peace, and
smoked a pipe, adding this is how peo-
ple could reach him.

“It’s like a tangible representation of
how we can connect with Creator,” Dra-
peau said. “All people before you are

represented in the stone itself. It’s not
just willy-nilly stone.” 

Pipes are widely used by Indigenous
people across the Great Plains and be-
yond, either by spiritual leaders or indi-
viduals for personal prayer for healing
and thanksgiving, as well as to mark
rites of passage like vision quests and
the solemnity of ceremonies and gath-
erings.

“Pipestone has a particular relation-
ship to our spiritual practice – praying
with pipes, we take very seriously,” St.
Clair said.

The pipe itself is thought to become
sacred when the pipestone bowl and the
wooden stem are joined. The smoke,
from tobacco or prairie plants, then car-
ries the prayer from a person’s heart to
the Creator.

Because of that crucial spiritual con-
nection, only people enrolled in federal-
ly recognized tribes can obtain permits
to quarry at the monument, some trav-
eling from as far as Montana and Ne-
braska. Within tribes, there’s disagree-
ment over whether pipes should be sold,
especially to non-Natives, and the pipe-
stone used to make other art objects like
carved animal figures.

“Sacredness is going to be defined by
you – that’s between you and the Cre-
ator,” said Travis Erickson, a fourth-
generation carver who’s worked pipe-
stone in the area for more than two dec-
ades and embraces a less restrictive
view. “Everything on this Earth is spiri-
tual.”

His first job in the quarries, at age 10,
was to break through and remove the
layers of harder-than-steel quartzite
covering the pipestone seam – then
about six feet down, now more than 18
feet into the quarry, so the process can
take months. Only hand tools can be
used to avoid damaging the pipestone.

Taken out in sheets only about a cou-

ple of inches thick, it is then carved us-
ing flint and files.

“The stone talks to me,” added Erick-
son, who has fashioned pipe bowls in
different shapes, such as horses. “Most
of those pipes showed what they want-
ed to be.”

Growing up in the 1960s, Erickson re-
called making pipes as a family affair
where the day often ended with a festive
grilling. He taught his children, but la-
ments that few younger people want to
take up the arduous job.

So does Pederson, some of whose
younger family members have shown
interest, including a granddaughter who
would hang out in her workshop start-
ing when she was 3 and emerge “pink
from head to toe” from the stone dust.

But they believe the tradition will
continue as long as they can share it
with Native youth who might have their
first encounter with this deep history on
field trips to the monument.

On a recent trip, Pederson’s brother,
Mark Pederson, who also holds demon-
strations at the visitor center, took sev-
eral young visitors into the quarries and
taught them how to swing sledgeham-
mers – and many asked to return, she
said.

Teaching the techniques of quarrying
and carving is crucially important, and
so is helping youth develop a relation-
ship with the pipestone and its place in
the Native worldview.

“We have to be concerned with that
as Dakota people – all cultural messages
young people get draw away from our
traditional lifeways,” St. Clair said. “We
need to hold on to the teachings, pray-
ers, songs that make pipes be.”

From new exhibits to tailored school
field trips, recent initiatives at the mon-
ument – undertaken in consultation be-
tween tribal leaders and the National
Park Service – are trying to foster that

awareness for Native youth.
“I remind them they have every right

to come here and pray,” Drapeau said – a
crucial point since many Native spiritu-
al practices were systematically re-
pressed for decades past 1937, when the
monument was created to preserve the
quarries from land encroachment.

Some areas of the park are open only
for ceremonial use; the 75,000 yearly
visitors are asked not to interfere with
the quarriers.

“The National Park Service is the
newcomer here – for 3,000 years, differ-
ent tribal nations have come to quarry
here and developed different protocols
to protect the site,” said park superin-
tendent Lauren Blacik.

One change brought through exten-
sive consultations with tribal leaders is
the park’s decision to no longer sell
pipes at the visitor center, though other
pipestone objects are – like small carved
turtles or owls. Pipes are available at
stores a few miles away in Pipestone’s
downtown.

Tensions over the use of sacred pipes
by non-Natives long predates the Unit-
ed States, when French and English ex-
plorers traded them, said Greg Gagnon,
a scholar of Indian Studies and author
of a textbook on Dakota culture.

“Nobody wants to have their world
appropriated. The more you open it up,
the more legitimate a fear of watering it
down,” he said. But there’s also a danger
in becoming entrenched in dogmatic
ways of understanding traditions, Gag-
non added.

For carvers like Pederson, good in-
tentions and the Spirit at work in both
those practicing the craft as well as
those receiving the pipestone are rea-
sons to be optimistic about the future.

“Grandma and Grandpa always said
the stone takes care of itself, knows
what’s in a person’s heart,” she said.
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Myanmar’s generals unveil giant
Buddha statue as they seek to win
hearts and minds during civil war 

BANGKOK – The military-controlled
government of strife-torn Myanmar last
week showed off a new giant statue of a
sitting Buddha that is scheduled to be
consecrated on Aug. 1, a powerful sym-
bol of nationalism in a very devout na-
tion.

Journalists were given a preview of
the 228-acre (92-hectare) site in the
capital, Naypyitaw, which includes
small pagodas, ordination halls, rest
houses, water fountains, lakes and a
park.

The military government’s head,
Senior Gen. Min Aung Hlaing, who is
also the project’s patron, supervised in-
stallation of various parts of the project,
even as a civil war has raged, killing
thousands, uprooting millions and
causing vast destruction, including to
Buddhist monasteries, Christian
churches and Islamic mosques.

Min Aung Hlaing has been repeatedly
quoted in state media as saying it will be
tallest sitting marble Buddha statue in
the world, a claim that is difficult to ver-
ify.

He also said the building of the Budd-
ha image aimed “to show the flourishing
of Theravada Buddhism in Myanmar, to
be Myanmar as a focal point of Therava-

da Buddhism, ensure prosperity of the
country and contribute to peace and
stability of the world.”

The generals who seized power in
February 2021 from the elected govern-
ment of Aung San Suu Ky i are engaged
in battles covering much of the country,
with the army’s vast advantage in man-
power and weapons unable to subdue
the pro-democracy resistance forces.

The army’s fierce attacks, especially
in the countryside, including burning
down villages and displacing their in-

habitants, make its efforts to win hearts
and minds urgent, if also difficult.

The construction of the giant Buddha
statues is common in the Buddhist-ma-
jority Myanmar.

Generals who view themselves as the
protectors and patrons of Buddhism
have stepped up building pagodas and
presenting offerings to highly-respected
monks, which they believe will bring
them religious merit as well as popular
support. It also helps cement a long-
standing alliance with right-wing

monks who share their ultranationalist
views and have their own followings,
who can be mobilized for political ac-
tion.

In 2009, under a previous military
government, then military ruler Gen.
Than Shwe consecrated the Uppatasan-
ti Pagoda, a replica in Naypyitaw of the
country’s famous Shwedagon pagoda,
which sits in Yangon, the country’s big-
gest city. He also had a 11.5-meter-high
(37.7-foot-high) sitting marble Buddha
statue built in Yangon in 2001.

Thein Sein, the general-turned-
president who headed a semi-demo-
cratic military-backed government, had
a 9.7-meter-tall (32-foot-tall) standing
marble Buddha statue built in Naypyi-
taw in 2015.

The new sitting Buddha, including its
its throne, is roughly about 24.7 meters
(81 feet) high and weighs more than
5,000 tons, according to reports in
state-run media. It is carved in the tra-
ditional cultural style of the Yadanabon
dynasty of the 18th to 19th centuries, the
last before the country was colonized by
the British.

Reporting on the project’s progress
last month to officials and big business
backers, Min Aung Hlaing revealed that
the plan to build the statue originated
when Than Shwe handed over to the
military in 2017 a giant piece of raw mar-
ble rock that was given him by a mining
company.

Laborers work while visitors stand below the sitting Maravijaya Buddha 
marble statue in Naypyitaw, Myanmar. AUNG SHINE OO/AP
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