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Chapter Four 

Conclusion 

 

The doctrines of the Hindu avatar, the Hebrew Messiah, the Christian 

millennium, and the Hesûnanin of the Indian Ghost Dance are essentially the 

same, and have their origin in a hope and longing common to all humanity. 

(Mooney 1)  

 

 The issue of Native spirituality is a contested terrain and various viewpoints have 

been made over the years.  In 1890, Mooney, a universalist, declares the universality 

of every culture’s hope for the return of a Savior.  In 1993, Deloria, representing the 

voice of separatists, suggests the inseparability of land and religion, proposing that it 

is unreasonable to transplant Christianity onto the Americas without any modification 

since Christianity and tribal religions are incompatible.  Rollings represents the voice 

of assimilation.  As long as the message of Christ is consistent with tribal religions, 

it won’t matter “whether Christ was in Galille or Gallup” (Rollings 133).  Black Elk 

Speaks influences millions of Indians and non-Indians when his “theological 

bi-culturalism […] provide insights into the act of simultaneous worship in multiple 

cultures” (GD 130).  Vernon, Rollings, and Juan are concerned about how Native 

Americans have adapted, borrowed, rewritten, or integrated Christianity for the past 

two hundred years.  In spite of differences among them, they all suggest the 

possibility of situating more or less Christianity in their traditional religions, 
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recognizing the pan-human characteristics in them.  Christianity also used to be 

highly hybridized before it linked up with politics.  As mutual influence of 

Christianity and Native spirituality begins to take effect, Christians and Native 

Americans both benefit from it.  Religion, being hybridized and merged, still 

functions and works to provide those who are suppressed and constrained by religious 

dogmas and creeds with the hope for spiritual salvation and integrity.     

 Those ‘pagan’ or ‘uncivilized’ Native Americans have begun to take actions in 

response to the misunderstanding and suppression of their religions.  On one hand, 

they have borrowed some beliefs from Christianity and incorporated them into their 

belief systems.  As a result, the syncretic religion not only becomes the proof of 

cultural contact but also acts as a remedy for the traumas and damages caused earlier 

by imperialism, colonialism and even Christianity itself since many times Christianity 

has become a tool for Euro-Americans to conduct their exploitation of the New World 

and its indigenous inhabitants.  The Ghost Dance Movement is a best example of the 

integration of such syncretic religion when Wovoka borrows ideas from Christianity 

in spite of the fact that historically it leads to the calamitous and tragic massacre at 

Wounded Knee.  Despite the failure of the Movement1, Silko rewrites the Ghost 

Dance Movement, using it as a departure point and ending in the novel to demonstrate 

the collective need and hope of the tribal people for an “alternative Messiah” to save 

them from more suffering.  They are desperate and they need to believe that if they 

                                                 
1 Although some scholars appreciate the spirits of the movement and the influence of it, it is 
considered a failure by many people. “That [the Ghost Dance movement] turns out to be a destructive 
force greater than [Wovoka] could have ever imagined is the ultimate tragedy” (Peterson 126).  



Wang 95

continue to dance, the Indian Millennium would come and everyone would be saved 

as long as one has faith in salvation. 

 On the other hand, tribal religions have influenced many white Euro-Americans.  

Since Christianity fails to answer the questions of many white people, tribal religions 

provide them with an alternative.  Historically the Mormons have also taken part in 

the Ghost Dance Movement, believing in Wovoka’s teachings about the coming of the 

Second Messiah.  In Gardens in the Dunes, Hattie’s traumas are healed by the Ghost 

Dance and she sees her alternative Messiah, the light, during the dance because she 

has a flowing and mobile consciousness, which is not repressed or confined by the 

Self’s sense of superiority.  Silko shows us that not only Native Americans need 

salvation, but also Euro-Americans.  It is the need for spiritual salvation as discussed 

by Mooney, Black Elk, Deloria, Vernon, Rollings, Irwin and Juan.  This need for the 

Messiah is universal, but for each culture, each community, or each individual the 

route might differ and the form of Messiah might vary.  At times Christianity has 

become too narrow to fulfill the needs for every human being.  Everyone can and 

needs to determine what his or her own alternative Messiah is.  For Christians, it 

might be Jesus Christ coming back again.  For Native Americans, it might come 

along with the Ghost Dance.  For Hattie, it is the light she sees.  For Sister Salt, it is 

her baby, Little Grandfather.  For Indigo, it is in the Ghost Dance, in the old gardens, 

or in the natural world.  In the act of searching, we will finally realize that salvation 

is seemingly far away, but actually close at hand.  

In order to demonstrate this point, Silko centers her novel on the notion of 
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Messiah.  She begins the novel with the Ghost Dance Movement, in which the 

expectation for the emergence of the Messiah occupies the mind of all participants.  

With the novel comes to the end, it becomes clear that although the need for the 

Messiah is universal but the form varies, as I have demonstrated in the thesis.  It is 

important to keep one’s eyes open and wait patiently as not to be restricted by any 

terminal creed.  As Albanese has noted in her essay, “The American religious 

experience has always been an encounter of multiple traditions” (16). 

My explorations of the characters of Susan and Edward Palmer do not intend to 

degrade Christianity.  As a matter of fact, Christianity still holds many merits and the 

practice of it does save a lot of people from spiritual sufferings.  Rather, my purpose 

is to draw attention to the fact that if people whose minds are fixed on some terminal 

creeds are unable to appreciate the beauty of the universe and see their Messiah.  My 

explorations of Hattie, Grandmother Fleet, Sister Salt, and Indigo intend to 

demonstrate the possibility of reaching Native spirituality by rejecting any orthodoxy 

and engaging ourselves in the balance in life.  With the alternative Messiah 

presented in the novel, Gardens in the Dunes has shown everyone a possible way out 

of the bewilderment and puzzles in life into spiritual integrity.


