Traveling With Purpose
America 250 was different for some Americans.  This was especially true for the Blackfeet Native American tribe, which has evidence of being on their land in Montana for 18,000 years!
We learned about the Blackfeet while we were in service for 8-days in June with Global Volunteers, a non-profit, founded in 1984, to engage the skills of volunteers to make a positive impact in stressed communities.  We chose the Blackfeet Reservation project, after serving in Puerto Rico, Poland, and Portugal, because we wanted to understand, firsthand, the experience of the Blackfeet Indians and be hands-on volunteers.
The Blackfeet were known as a warrior and nomadic tribe, following the buffalo for their sustenance – food, fuel, clothing, shelter, and tools for cooking and daily life.  They are U.S. citizens, pay taxes, serve in the U.S. military, and many are Christians.  They also retain their indigenous customs and holidays, their language, spiritual heritage, and a profound connection to the land. 
Montana is Big Sky Country.  The 1.5- million-acre Blackfeet Reservation, established in the mid-1800’s, is in north central Montana, bordering Glacier National Park, Alberta, and Saskatchewan and is a remote expanse of stony, high plains – often under relentless sun that can quickly change into heavy clouds, chased by gusty winds.   
The weather seems to reflect the resilience and adaptability of the 10,000 people who make the Reservation their home (in total, there are about 17,000 Blackfeet).  Until the mid-1800’s when the Reservation was established, the Blackfeet had little exposure to western civilization.  Matches, the wheel, and currency, for example, were not part of their culture.  Bows and arrows were their weapons.
After centuries, the tribe was jolted into a different world of western civilization.  Their population, once about 20,000 people, dwindled to 5,000, the result of war, disease, and the expulsion of the buffalo.  What we saw at the Reservation was a consequence of this long-term trauma – public health crises like alcohol and fentanyl abuse and high rates of chronic disease, housing shortages, and underfunding of essential services.  This was not a tidy place of manicured lawns.
Yet, everyone we met were wonderful, dedicated people striving to improve the quality of life for their community.  They were friendly and trusted us as the 235th group from Global Volunteers who have served the tribe for 40 years.  
We and 15 other volunteers had daily assignments of cooking at the Eagle Shield Senior Center, stocking shelves and distributing food at the FAST (Food Access and Sustainability Team) food bank, planting flowers, and painting fences.  Rich assisted Herb, an employee of the senior center, deliver prepared meals to 75 elders who live in very basic homes.  Herb, a senior tribal member himself, knew each client well and told him what to do at every stop – whether to knock on the door, put the food in a cooler, or deliver it through an open window. 
Perhaps most impactful was helping at the annual Sobriety Camp-Out, hosted by the Crystal Creek Rehabilitation Center.  It was attended by 1,500 people over three days and featured testimonies and celebrations for many who stepped forward, proclaiming sobriety for several months to more than 60 years!  The Camp-Out demonstrated a strong commitment to the future of the Blackfeet, a future that is healthy, proud, and drug/alcohol free.  We were invited to join hundreds of tribal members in the joyful round dances accompanied by traditional drumming and music. 
They are fighting stiff odds of isolation, health crises, changing climate, and lack of economic opportunities, but they are persevering by supporting each other and having a strong faith in their religious practices.  
This project showed us how First Americans have a lived experience very different from our own.  Despite a history of oppression and injustice, we were warmly welcomed into their community.  We felt God’s presence in the satisfaction of completing needed tasks and making new friends, and as we tried to approach each person with humility and compassion to understand the complicated lives of the Blackfeet.  We also gained a renewed appreciation of our own abundance – and the support of our St. Francis family. 
Thank you for reading our story. If you’d like to learn about serving with Global Volunteers, just ask us!   https://globalvolunteers.org
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