A MESSAGE FROM GARCIA

The History and Customs of the Spirit Lake Dakota

By Louis Garcia  ©

Message # 19: Bethany Hymn

Contrary to general public knowledge, most North American Indians are Christians. While it is true that many have not attended a service in years, they at least plan on having a Christian burial. There are presently one hundred eleven Protestant Indian Churches in the United States. There are also many Indian Catholic, and Episcopal congregations. Hundreds of hymns are sung in the various Indian languages each week, many have a historical story connected with it. This is true of the hymn titled Bethany (Nearer My God to Thee).

The music for the hymn Bethany was composed by Lowell Mason (1792 – 1872) from the state of Massachusetts in 1856. The words were from a poem written in 1841 by Sarah Flower Adams (1805 – 1848) of London, England. This hymn has been sung at two Presidential funerals, as well as played by the band as the ill-fated ship Lusitania sunk in 1912. When the Protestant missionaries arrived in what is now Minnesota during the early 1840’s they began to translate hymns into the Dakota and Ojibway languages as a tool to convert the Indians to the Christian faith.

During the winter the Dakota would break up after the fall deer hunt into small isolated family units. Often a single tent could be found deep in the forest, a home for a single family. This was done to conserve the food supply. Hunting in the winter was difficult and often unsuccessful. A large group of people would quickly use up their provisions, but a small group could find enough to eat, and thus survive the harsh winter.

This is the setting for our story.

A single wakeya (conical tent made of hides) was situated deep in the woods. The husband and perhaps the oldest son were off hunting. As was the custom they would not return home until they harvested some animal for food. Only the faithful wife and children were home. At dusk as they huddled around the small fire within the tent, the wife heard some thing outside. Not wanting to alarm the children she said nothing, but listened intently. Then to her horror she saw from the corner of her eye, a hand, with only its fingernails visible, slightly open the tent door to peek inside. It was their dreaded enemy the Hahatonwan Oyate, the Waterfall People, known today as the Ojibway or Chippewa. What was she to do? The men were not there, she had no defense, and could do nothing. The Ojibway would shortly kill them all and take their scalps. So she prayed to God, the God the missionaries told them about. “What ever you ask of God, he will grant”, the missionaries said. Then she prayed and began to sing the Dakota words to the hymn Bethany. Fortunately the Ojibway warriors outside recognized the tune of the hymn and added their voices, but in their language. The trees reverberated with the sound of the hymn. The tent door was pushed to the side and a warrior entered and shook hands with the jittery occupants. The woman invited the men into her home and they shared a meal together. The Dakota family was saved from destruction and two former enemies were made friends, all because of a hymn.
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Bethany  (Nearer My God to Thee) Hymn Number 150 in the Dakota Hymnal.

The words are based on Wicoicage (Genesis) Chapter 28 verses 10 to 12 as composed in Dakota by Rev. John B. Renville. The verses read: 10) Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. 11) When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep. 12) he had a dream in which he saw a staircase resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angles of God were ascending and descending it.

Hymn Number 150

1. Mita Wakantanka, micahda un.


My God, be near me.

    (My)     (Great Spirit)         (near me)      (be).

     Taku tehika sta, imacu ye.



Take me from what is difficult. 

     (What) (difficult) (Although) (take me) (statement)

      Nikiyedan Waun, 




I am near you.

    (near you)           (I am)

    Mita Wakantanka, Mita Wakantanka,

My God, My God, be near me.

    micahda un.

2. Makoskan otpaza ehna waun:


I am at a dark desolate place:

    (desolate place) (dark)       (at)        (I am)

      Inyan iwapahin owanka nin.


Not even a stone pillow for the bed.

      (stone)    (pillow)              (bed)       (none)

    Wowihanmde wan en,



In a dream ,

       (deam)                       (a)     (in)

    Mita Wakantanka, Mita Wakantanka

My God, My God, be near me.

    micahda un.


3.  Mahpi ocanku kin makipazo:


Show me the way to heaven.

        (heaven)      (way)      (the)  (show me)

     Wakan taohnihde nammicawin.


He beckons me to his sacred angles.

         (sacred)    (his angels)     (beckon me)

     Waunsida yaun,




You are merciful,

          (merciful)        (you are)

     Mita Wakantanka, mita Wakantanka

My God, my God, be near me.

     micahda un.

4.  Mitawacin kikta woyatan en.


My waking thoughts are to praise.

       (my thought)      (awake)  (praise)        (to)

     Wokakije ehna, ihamakta.



Protect me from my habits.      

        (suffering)      (among)  (my habits)

      Bethel Oyanke en,




At Bethel,

          (Bethel)    (place)        (at)

      Mita Wakantanka, mita Wakantanka,
            My God, my God, be near me.

      Micahda un.

5.   Imduskin hecinhan, wicanhpi, wi,

Sun, stars, all rejoice.

      (rejoice)          (if)                    (star)                 (sun)

      Owas awektonja wiciwankam,


From above all is forgotten (sins),

         (all)         (forget)             (beyond)

      Ekta imdamde kta,



I will go.

          (to)      (I go)
         (future tense)


         


      Mita Wakantanka, mita Wakantanka,

My God, my God, be near me.

      Micahda un.
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In the Dakota Hymnal there are five more verses in Hymn 151. These verses were written by Thomas Robertson ending with the reframe Nikiyedan Waun ( I am near you) instead of Mita Wakantanka micahda un (My God be near me).

The Episcopal Hymnal also has nine more verses distributed between Hymns 31 and 93. Therefore it is possible to sing 19 verses to this famous melody in the Dakota language.

The five verses of Hymn 31 were composed by Luke C. Walker, and the four verses of Hymn 93 was composed by Samual D. Hinman. The Catholic Hymnal, has number 7 entitled Wakantanka Mitawa Nikiyela, in three verses.

Sources:

Internet search for the subjects: Bethany, Nearer My God to Thee, Lowell Mason, and Sarah F. Adams.

I am indebted to Mrs. Gertrude (Archie) Redfox for telling the story of the hymn. Her grandfather Kangiduta (Scarlet Raven) was murdered in Washington, D.C. in 1867, while he was a Wahpeton delegate to the Sisseton-Wahpeton Treaty. She was a Life Elder of the Bdecan Presbyterian Church, Tokio, ND.

Dakota Odowan (Dakota Hymns). Published by the Dakota Mission of the American Missionary Association (United Church of Christ) and the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions. Copyright: 1879 by John Poage Williamson and Alfred Longley Riggs.

This hymnal is printed in the Dakota or Eastern dialect of the Seven Council Fires.

Wakan Cekiye Odowan (Hymns of Holy Prayer): Hymnal with Tunes and Chants according to the use of the Episcopal Church in the Missions among the Dakotas of the Missionary District of South Dakota. State Publishing Company, Pierre, SD 1966.

This hymnal is printed in the Nakota or Middle (Yankton) dialect.

St. Joseph Okolakiciye Ta Olowan (Hymns of the St. Joseph Society).

First Complete Catholic Sioux Hymns. Bismarck, ND 1919.

This hymnal is printed in the Lakota or Western dialect.

Last but not least is Reverend Clifford Canku, from the Buffalo Lake Presbyterian Church, rural Sisseton, SD. Rev. Canku is also the Dakota language instructor at the Sisseton – Wahpeton Community College, located at Old Agency, Sisseton, SD.

