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More than a storyteller, Louise Erdrich
gives voice to Native communities
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in such desperate poverty. This was exactly
treaties made with American Indian nations what happened: They sold their land to the
since the founding of the United States. It lumber industries. And that was the reason the
also meant that all American Indian tribes lost bill was signed. It was an attempt by the U.S.
their status as nations in relation to the U.S. government to take control of some of the land
government. People may think that couldn’t that had been deemed excess and left in the
treaties.
happen, but it did happen.
Continued from Page 1

The original treaties all contained the words,
“As long as the grass grows and the rivers flow,”
because the tribal people who drafted those
treaties wanted that wording. They wanted
the treaties to last for their descendants. So
the Termination Bill was a direct violation of
what would be considered international law.
It meant the destruction of every Indian nation
slated for termination.
My grandfather had an eighth-grade
education in government boarding schools,
and he decided to fight the Termination Bill.
That’s what inspired me. That out of all of this
experience of life, he came to a point where
everything he’d done and learned had this
purpose: to save his people.

How is termination still relevant
today?

The Night Watchman is about a small and
really impoverished group of people living
in an unfathomably remote place who unify
themselves. They make friends. They gather
anyone who could be an ally. This small band
of people group together, maintain focus, go
to Washington, and win their case against the
U.S. government. They were the first tribe to
do that, and for a long time they were the only
tribe to do that. What they did is a myth.
This was the work of many people, but
it was also, I think, due to my grandfather’s
talent. I felt I needed to write about what he did
at this moment in time.
Why did the government introduce
There’s currently an attempt by the Trump
the Termination Bill?
administration to terminate the Wampanoag
It’s not as though it happened suddenly. in Massachusetts, the people who greeted the
It had been in the works for many years. The pilgrims and who are responsible for the first
government had been trying to fix “the Indian Thanksgiving. So there are still these attempts
problem” by basically getting rid of Native to get rid of Native tribes. And once I was writing
Americans. They thought everyone would die the book, I realized it was about current events
such as the Wampanoag as well.
off.
Within living memory of many Native
American people are diseases that were
pandemic in Native communities. My mother
told me that she can remember when people
on the reservation still got smallpox. This
and tuberculosis ravaged Native American
communities: Smallpox and other diseases
killed 9 out of every 10 Native people.
Then, in the ’50s, there was a post-war
housing boom and an incredible need for
housing resources. The government saw that
the Klamath in Oregon, the Menominee in
Wisconsin, and other tribes had huge swaths
of forest land. The lands of the Klamath and
the Menominee were the richest prizes for
the government and for private corporations,
including lumber companies.
My beliefs are always in the background
of my writing. I don’t think a writer can help
writing out of some belief system or lack of one.
If Native tribes were terminated, there
would be no choice but for the people to
immediately sell their land, because they were
2

What were your grandfather’s
religious and spiritual beliefs?

The Turtle Mountains is an intensely
Catholic area of the world, and my grandfather
was a very devout man. He was a devout
Catholic and attended Mass back when they
had to walk miles or take wagons to go to
Mass. But he also was intensely traditional in
his spirituality. He belonged to the traditional
Ojibwe religion. He prayed to a multitude of
mysteries.
He also was great friends with the
Benedictine fathers. He had long discussions
with them about Native religion, particularly
Ojibwe religion. They would talk about
Catholicism and about the gichi-manidoo, or
the Great Spirit. They would talk about the
Ojibwe God in the same way they talked about
the Holy Spirit or the Trinity. The Benedictines
there were open to Ojibwe religion in a way that
sometimes Western religions are not.

How does faith feed into your writing?

My beliefs are always in the background
of my writing. I don’t think a writer can help
writing out of some belief system or lack of
one. Some of it is not altogether visible, but it’s
there.
For me, I think the highest values in any
religion are the values of kindness, inclusivity,
tolerance, and love. As my writing has matured,
I’ve noticed that’s what I’m trying to get at
always: how people live together. How can we
build lives for ourselves in which we take care
of one another? How do we take care of one
another?
As a writer, the most important thing is to
write without judgment.
In The Night Watchman I talk a lot about
taking care of one another without saying it
outright. Thomas is taking care of his people
and his family. His wife makes a quilt out of
her children’s and her parents’ old winter coats,
and that quilt covers Thomas as he rests. Patrice
is taking care of her entire family with her job,
and so are the other women at the jewel-bearing
plant. And in the end, this small band of people
go to Washington to try not only to take care of
their people but also to establish a precedent
for other American Indian nations.
Continued on Page 3
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Your novels feature a strong sense of
community. How do you build this as
a storyteller?
I don’t do it with a tremendous amount
of consciousness. It springs from my own
experience with my large extended family and
community in my small hometown in North
Dakota and with a community of book people
in Minnesota.
I love writing out of a sense of a character
and what that person does. Sometimes, if I write
the character carefully enough, the character
comes back with a reward, which is when I
unexpectedly find myself writing something on
the page that doesn’t seem to come from me—
it seems to come from the character. As a writer,
the most important thing is to write without
judgment. Once I write without judgment, I find
something I never could have predicted. I find
the unexpected.
That’s what happened with Romeo
in LaRose. I tried to make his character the worst
scumbag. He’s a vengeful thief and grifter with a
long-standing grudge. As I wrote him I thought,
“I am not going to relent. I am not going to let
you be redeemed.” But in the end he is. There’s
a moment in the story where he throws himself
down cement church steps in despair: I’ve been
on those church steps, metaphorically, and so
has almost everybody—where you are at either
the lowest or the highest point in your life.
I’ve always felt that I’m somehow
marginalized or different. There’s just
something in my soul that feels out of whack.
I used to feel that so much when I lived in a
small town. Then, after growing up and starting
to write, I realized that I was just a writer and
that this sense of marginality is something
that is a gift, because this is a place from which
you can see. It’s a perch: Sometimes you’re
perched near someone’s pain, or sometimes
you fall into some knowledge that you wish you
didn’t have to for your writing, but you go there

anyway. These marginal places are places of the church. Being in the church doesn’t change
perspective.
the fact that you might not be a good person. Or
you might be even better. Being in the church
Your novel The Last Report on the
Miracles at Little No Horse features a can bring out anything in people.
As an adult, I have at times been extremely
woman who becomes a priest. What critical
of the church. For one thing, I couldn’t
inspired this character?
raise my daughters as Catholics because of
It was not a political choice. I started by the way Catholicism rejects the authority of
writing Sister Agnes. She was modeled in some women. I know that women are great leaders.
form on a wonderful piano teacher I had named Also, I have never believed that one person
Sister Cecelia, a Franciscan nun in Wahpeton, or one church or one set of people has the
North Dakota. She was my first piano teacher, authority to direct other people in what they
should do with their lives.
and I just adored her.
But I think when you are raised Catholic,
In the book this nun character walks off and
you
are always pulled back by some of the
leaves her convent. But I knew that she hadn’t
stopped being in love with her God. I knew she extraordinary imagery— I am, anyway. Part
wanted to express more of her devotion. She of the reason people become pulled back to
wanted to express it in the way a priest would the church is the power of its imagery and the
express it. She finds herself in a position where communion of saints. I have saints all over my
she can change her identity. I would call it house. It’s sort of a helpless love of iconography.
becoming her true self, and her true self was I think the intention with saints is not to show
a priest. She refuses to back away from her perfection so much as to give a human face to
calling, her vocation. It is not to be a nun. It is to where the divine springs up in each of us. I love
be a priest, and she knows that to the bottom of these stories of saints and the iconography of
saints and altars.
her existence.
More than anything I’m beginning to
To me, prayer is appreciation. . . . The ability
resemble
my grandfather, because there
that I have to pass on my appreciation of
are churches in Minnesota where I love
existence is what makes me a writer.
At one point she falls in love. But when participating, but I also have traditional daily
given the choice, she says she cannot relinquish rituals. One of the most basic rituals I have is
this identity because she is this identity. She is going out in the morning and putting out an
a priest, and now she is a man: Father Damien. offering of asema. Asema is like tobacco, but a
There’s nothing to be done about something different substance than the kind you smoke. I
that is that deeply a part of your expression. put out an offering and I think of my family, of
Like for me, I’m a writer and a mother and my daughters. I have a very large family, and I
that’s my identity. And this is Agnes’ identity. feel surrounded by ancestors and family and our
But inevitably, th story strikes a political note complications, love, and unity.
I have a poem with the last line: “It takes
for people. I’ve had so many people write to me
courage
to praise it all.” I can’t always praise it
and come to my bookstore to talk to me about
all, but I’m grateful when I can. To me, prayer
it.
What is your current relationship to is appreciation. Prayer is gratitude and just
being aware of the strange marvel that is
Catholicism?
I grew up going to a Catholic school, and I existence. The ability that I have to pass on my
realized even as a child that there are as many appreciation of existence is what makes me a
kinds of people in the church as there are out of writer.

NDICE 2021 CONFERENCE
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May God Continue to Bless America – part I
by Deacon Edward Posvar
On Independence Day weekend, I was
struck by the famous words of Thomas Dickens
- “It was the best of times, it was the worst of
times.” With all the fallout from the Coronavirus
pandemic and the current level of civil unrest
in our country, one can look at our nation as a
glass currently half empty or half full. I believe
that America is the greatest nation in the world
and we are so blessed by God to be citizens of
the U.S.A.
There are three things that we can do to
Keep Our Nation Blessed, and they are found
in Paul’s 1st letter to Timothy 2:1-4.
“First of all, then, I ask that supplications,
prayers, petitions, and thanksgivings be offered
for everyone, for kings and for all in authority,
that we may lead a quiet and tranquil life in all
devotion and dignity. This is good and pleasing
to God our savior, who wills everyone to be
saved and to come to knowledge of the truth.”
Our first directive then, is to Pray for
America - the groundwork for the freedom that
we enjoy today, has been laid over the past 200+
years. We enjoy our freedom today, because
of what our founding fathers, our fathers, our
brothers & sisters, our sons & daughters, and we
have done to secure and preserve this freedom.
Our freedom didn’t come cheap. The
patriots fought and died to give us our “freedom
of religion”. There are those in the public square
today who are trying to tell us that the intention
of our founding fathers was to give us “freedom
FROM religion”, but there sure is gigantic
difference between “freedom OF religion” and
“freedom FROM religion”.
There can be no question that our nation
was founded on Christian principles. The
first settlers of America came here to express
their religious faith, essentially for freedom of
worship. The Pilgrims who came to Plymouth
Rock on the Mayflower, wrote the Mayflower
Compact in 1620. Here’s what they said: “In the
name of God. Amen. Having undertaken for the
glory of God and for the advancement of the
Christian faith, we do solemnly and mutually,
in the presence of God, covenant and combine
ourselves together here.”
Then 23 years later, the New England
Confederation was written, where our founding
fathers wrote: “Whereas we all came into these
parts with one and the same end and aim,
4

namely to advance the kingdom of our Lord
Jesus Christ, and to enjoy the liberties of the
gospel in purity and peace.”
Unfortunately, today we can see so many
disparate groups of people that have a radically
different view from what our founding fathers
envisioned. Here’s what the framers wrote in
1776 – “We therefore, the representatives of the
United States of America in general congress
assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of
the World for the rectitude of our intentions….
and for the support of this declaration, with
a firm reliance on the protection of Divine
Providence … mutually pledge our lives, our
fortunes, and our sacred honor.”
This is our history and legacy and we can
never let any mob or group of anarchists
undermine those foundational beliefs. Our
society is just not disposable. Life, Liberty and
the Pursuit of Happiness is bequeathed to us by
God and we are their guardians.
When the first Continental Congress met,
and were debating about how the Declaration
of Independence should be written, Ben
Franklin got up and said – “Gentlemen, if it is
true that not one single petal from any flower
falls to the ground without escaping God’s
attention, will the distress of this nation go
unheeded? Let us therefore determine to seek
His face.” After having said that, the 56 signers
of the Declaration of Independence went to

their knees and began to pray and seek God’s
wisdom. Can you imagine how things would
improve if that were to happen today in our
United States Congress and Supreme Court!
Our freedom and independence have come
at a great Cost. Our founding fathers were
committed to, not only obtaining freedom for
future generations, but they were committed to
Christian principles for our nation.
Here’s what just a few of them said: John
Quincy Adams speaking of the Declaration
of Independence, “From the time of the
Declaration of Independence, the American
people were bound by the laws of God and
the laws of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which
they all acknowledge as the root of their
conduct. We all came together to obey the
Word of God”; George Washington in his
farewell address said, “Do not let anyone claim
tribute of American patriotism, if they even
attempt to remove religion from politics”; and
Patrick Henry was adamant in these words,
“It cannot be emphasized too strongly or too
often that this great nation was founded not by
religionists, but by Christians; not on religion,
but on the gospel of Jesus Christ.”
These men and hundreds more, paid a price
to give us a nation built upon the principles of
God, and the foundation of Jesus Christ. The
foundation has been laid. Can we do any less
than PRAY for America and its leaders daily?
NDICE NEWS • OCTOBER 2020
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This is how we discern the will of God for us:
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Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968.
Was his precious blood spilled in vain? Do black
lives really matter?
If we are to move ahead in a positive way
from this divide, we must learn from the past
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Continued from Page 5
be attentive to the specific and very clear
directives from Jesus, especially his law of love:
Love God with your whole being, and love your
neighbor as yourself.
Study the past and present racial divide
in the United States and in the church. It is a
broad, deep and complex reality that is woven
into U.S. culture. We must be careful not to
presume to know what is in the hearts of
others. While extreme racial prejudice has been
a tragic flaw in the past and present history
of the United States and the Catholic Church,
we should be careful not to generically brand
historical figures and contemporaries, whose
horizons and experiences may be unknown
to us, as “racists” or as guilty of “racism.” It is
unwise, imprudent and probably incorrect for a
speaker to address a large crowd of people and
say, “Most Americans are ‘racists’ and guilty of
‘racism.’” This judgmental and confrontational
approach closes the door on possible
meaningful dialogue and authentic conversion
before they can even begin.
Examine history books used in Catholic
schools. Are they truthful, fair and balanced?
Are these texts silent on the moral blindness
of individuals like George Washington, Thomas
Jefferson, Robert E. Lee and Catholic Chief
Justice Roger Taney on the evil of enslaving free
human beings for the sole purpose of enriching
their so-called owners? Do these texts routinely
speak of enslaved free human beings as “slaves”
without acknowledging the Christian truth that
no human being can “own” another? Similarly,

is church history presented in these texts from
a completely Eurocentric perspective, giving
little or no attention to the flourishing churches
in sub-Saharan Africa and to African-American
Catholic history?
If this is the case, we should replace them
with more accurate textbooks or supplement
parish school textbooks with a more complete
and accurate history to correct false, incomplete
and misleading accounts. This is essential for the
proper formation of the religious consciousness
of young people. They must build the bridges
to ultimately cross the racial divide.
Attract and retain African-American college
students and faculty members. This continues
to be a challenge in most Catholic institutions
of higher education. An atmosphere of true
welcome and inclusion that does not tolerate
a culture of racial prejudice, white privilege
or expressions of white supremacist attitudes
must be consciously maintained.
Those Catholic universities that have
known connections to human slavery and
institutionalized racial prejudice would do
well to follow the example of Georgetown
University, under the leadership of President
John DeGioia. The university’s Working Group
on Slavery and Memory and Reconciliation
faced, with honesty, a painful history and
offered a heartfelt apology. The university
contacted and assisted the descendants of free
human beings once “owned” and “sold” by the
university, renamed halls that once honored
Jesuits who were involved in the sale of human
beings and honored the first enslaved man

listed on the 1838 sale document and a free
black woman who established a school for
African-American girls at the university in 1820.
Be vigilant at seminaries. Make sure that
men who harbor racial prejudice are not
advanced for ordination and that faculty
members understand clearly that no actions
or attitudes of racial bias will be tolerated.
Seminaries should encourage educational
presentations on the racial divide.
The greater concern of African-American
Catholics is not for the church to say more or
write more, but to do more and be more.
Be attentive to sacred art. Parishes building
new churches and dioceses erecting new
cathedrals should ponder this question: Why
are the images of God the Father, Jesus Christ,
Mary, Joseph, the apostles, the saints and
even the angels presented almost exclusively
with Western European features? We do not
know what most of them actually looked like.
Michelangelo’s majestic frescoes in the Sistine
Chapel notwithstanding, everyone knows
that God the Father is not, in fact, an elderly
European man with a flowing white beard. Why
is God exclusively pictured that way?
The horizons of possibilities of AfricanAmerican Catholics are certainly limited by
church art that suggests quite definitively that
no one in the kingdom of heaven looks like
them. The church could take a giant step across
the racial divide by regularly incorporating
racially diverse images of the divine and the
saints in sacred art. This would announce to
everyone who enters that “all are welcome!”
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Never has it been more important
Continued from Page 1
be well served in conversation in our local
parishes and small groups. Dialogue that would
be beneficial in ecumenical settings, local, and
national discussions. Uncomfortable views
shared with local, state and national leadership.
Through conversations a better understanding
of others can occur, peacefully. These chats may
just conclude, we are more alike than different,
6

maybe we have been talking over each other,
saying the same thing. Just stop and listen.
Finally, I hope you did not miss the Sep/
Oct article, “Exploring NDICE’ in ‘The Deacon’
magazine. Dcn Gerry Bach takes us through
the history of the National Diaconate Institute
for Continuing Education, NDICE. We thank the
staff at ‘The Deacon ‘for their continued support
of NDICE and the mission of today’s deacons in

service to others.
If you have a story you would like to share,
please send them to Dcn Gerry Bach our
managing editor at www.ndice.net. Our deacon
community wants to hear what is important to
you and your communities of faith. We will do
our best to share them in future newsletters.
Until we meet again – Peace Dcn John
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