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Reading 

“We” By Deborah A. Miranda (Used with permission from Split the Rock’s The Quarry: A 
Social Justice Poetry Database)  1

…You can never extract our bones from the foundation— 
But reward the weight they’ve held with homelands and sovereignty 

You can never return home those bodies once stolen— 
But honor their descendants with the means to earn homes and clean water 

You can never un-tell all the lies or fill in the omissions of this history— 

So make room for us, or move aside 

We know something about foundations. 

Sermon 

Who tells your story? 
Whose story do you tell? 

Yesterday marked the annual Transgender Day of Remembrance, a day to memorialize those 
murdered due to anti-transgender hatred and prejudice. The day raises public awareness of hate 
crimes against transgender people and publicly mourns and honors the lives of transgender 
people who might otherwise be forgotten.   2

 Full poem found here: https://www.splitthisrock.org/poetry-database/poem/we1

 https://gsanetwork.org/resources/transgender-day-of-remembrance/ 2
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The transgender actress, Laverne Cox, once said, “It is revolutionary for any trans person to 
choose to be seen and visible in a world that tells us we should not exist.” 

Who tells your story? 
Whose story do you tell? 

Later this week, many of us will celebrate the Thanksgiving holiday. Recently, there has been 
more recognition of the full history of that holiday and the full history of European and Native 
encounter when Europeans began their project of colonization in North America. And, there has 
been greater recognition of the full history of the Pilgrims and the Wampanoag in the area of 
what is now called Plymouth in the state of Massachusetts. The full history is more nuanced and 
complex than a narrative of friendly relations and Indian submission. For the United American 
Indians of New England and many other native people, the fourth Thursday of November is not a 
time for celebration but a commemoration of a National Day of Mourning, a day to dispel myths 
and to raise awareness of historical and ongoing struggles of Native American tribes and people. 

Who tells your story? 
Whose story do you tell? 

In 1886, the late We’wha, a Zuni lhamana (thah-mah-nah), visited Washington, DC from the 
Zuni Pueblo on what we now call New Mexico, and shook the hand of President Glover 
Cleveland. In the Zuni tribe, lhamana is a recognized third gender outside the traditional male-
female binary. The late We’wha was born biologically male and performed sacred duties 
traditionally performed by both men and women in the tribe. They were a skilled potter, weaver, 
and spiritual leader. They mastered essential Zuni myths, songs, and ceremonies and became a 
cultural ambassador for the Zuni.  Their visit to Washington, DC made an impression on many of 3

the elite figures in the capital, including President Cleveland and his wife. 

In sharing aspects of the late We’wha’s story, I wish to honor their role in history while also 
acknowledging that my life experience and personal history are quite distinctive from their life 
experience and history. Even with that limitation, and perhaps because of it, I believe it is 
valuable to bring the late We’wha’s story forward and to stretch my own imagination and 
empathy as well as my understanding of how their life and story has and has not fit into an 
accepted and mainstream historical narrative. 

 Resources for learning more about the late We’wha: https://www.google.com/doodles/celebrating-the-late-wewa?hl=en, https://3

vermont.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/fp20-we-wha/wewha-first-person-classroom/ 
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Who tells your story? 
Whose story do you tell? 

In the early 1880s, two anthropologists were sent to the Zuni pueblo from the newly formed 
Bureau of Ethnology to conduct research. Matilda Coxe Stevenson and her husband James 
studied the Zuni tribe as well as other Native tribes in the Southwest. It was through this 
anthropological research that Coxe Stevenson and the late We’wha came to know one another 
and became friends.  4

The late We’wha traveled to Washington, DC for six months with the Stevensons. The late 
We’wha had learned English and served as a cultural ambassador raising awareness of Zuni life 
and culture and also assisted in documenting Zuni artifacts and pottery that were brought back to 
the Smithsonian National Museum.  5

The written historical record of the visit primarily comes to us through news articles and the 
records of government agencies. No written record exists of the late We’wha’s perspective of the 
visit, so we are left to imagine what it might have been like for them to travel all those miles and 
to be among people who were so different and looked upon them with such fascination.  6

Even though the late We’Wha’s visit made headlines and the media marveled at the dignified 
“Indian princess” in their midst, the U.S. Office of Indian Affairs continued its policies of 
assimilation with the Zuni and other Pueblo Indians in the years after the late We’Wha’s return. 
These policies led to the dismantling of tribal culture, including giving up the recognition of 
lhamana people within the tribe. 

The late We’wha transitioned in the year 1896, at the age of 49, due to heart disease, and the 
Zuni consider their early death a calamity. 

Who tells your story? 
Whose story do you tell? 

 More about Matilda Coxe Stevenson: https://www.nmhistoricwomen.org/location/matilda-coxe-stevenson/ 4

 Mariana Brandman. “We'wha.” National Women’s History Museum. 2021. www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/5

biographies/wewha 

 Charlotte Muth, We'wha Visits the Capital, https://boundarystones.weta.org/2021/07/28/wewha-visits-capital.6

Page  of 
3 5

You may share this work for personal, non-commercial purposes with attribution.

https://www.nmhistoricwomen.org/location/matilda-coxe-stevenson/


Over decades of suppression of native culture and forced assimilation of native communities, 
nonconformist gender identities and expressions were driven underground. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the native LGBTQ community emerged as a more organized force for recovering diverse 
gender identities and sexual orientation. 
  
In 1990, at a gathering in Winnipeg, Canada of a group of Native men, women, and transgender 
people from various tribes, the term “Two Spirit” was developed as a way to unify various 
gender identities and expressions within Native communities. Although the term is fairly new 
historically, Two Spirit people, like the late We’wha have been present in Native communities for 
many generations. Two Spirit implies the presence of male and female gender identities in a 
single person and also encompasses gender fluidity and non-conformity.  7

Many great dreamers, visionaries, shamans, or medicine givers were Two Spirit people, 
according to Zachary Pullin, a member of the Chippewa Cree tribe. 

Pullin says, “For me, the term 'two spirit’ resists a Western definition of who we are and what we 
should be. Two spirit are integral to the struggle of undoing the impacts of historical trauma, 
because our roles in tribes historically were part of the traditions taken away from us with 
Westernization. We aren’t attempting necessarily to convince the Native community that we exist
—historically and presently—but that our history is just as much wrapped up in the story of 
Indian Country as is each other Native American’s.”  8

Throughout history, there have been people who again and again have resisted oppression and 
resisted the suppression of their stories. Against all odds, and in the face of grave danger, they 
have persisted and passed on traditions and wisdom. And, this is true of Two Spirit people 
throughout native tribes and cultures, throughout history and in the present day. 

Ma-Nee Chacaby, an Ojibwe-Cree activist and elder, speaks about coming to the recognition of 
their Two Spirit identity. They recount talking with their grandmother who was the first to 
identify them as two spirit. Ma-Nee Chacaby shares how their grandmother was worried for 

 Tony Enos, “8 Things You Should Know About Two Spirit People,” https://indiancountrytoday.com/archive/8-misconceptions-7

things-know-two-spirit-people 

 Zachary Pullin, “Two Spirit: The Story of a Movement Unfolds,” https://www.kosmosjournal.org/news/two-spirit-the-story-of-a-8

movement-unfolds/
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them and encouraged them to seek out spiritual support and sustenance, and their grandmother 
reminded them that “God lives inside you. She or he lives inside you.”   9

History, as it has been written and passed down, can never fully encompass the truth of that 
sacredness and divine belonging. Beyond the pages of history there exists the ultimate truth of 
this human dignity. 

Through our sharing of stories, we can honor this dignity. 
Through our sharing of stories that have been buried or forgotten, we can re-fortify the 
foundations of what we accept as our history. 

So, let us make room for narratives that bring to light the shining truth of those who have always 
been in the cracks of human history, a truth that makes us all more whole. 

So may it be. 

 Ma-Nee Chacaby talks about Two Spirit identities, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=juzpocOX5ik&t=316s9
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