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SEVEN VALUES OF LAKOTA LIFE  
HOW WE LIVE AND WORK CONTRIBUTES TO THE HEALTH OF OUR 

COMMUNITY  

 

BY SANDY WHITEHAWK,  SICANGU LAKOTA 
 

1. WOCEKIYA – Praying: finding spirituality  

     by communicating with your higher  

     power, this is communication between 

     you and Tunkasila (Creator-Grandfather)  

     without going through another person or 

     spirit. 

2. WAOHOLA – Respect: for self, higher  

     power, family, community, all life. 

3. WAUNSILA – Caring and Compassion:  

    love and caring and or concern for one  

    another in a good way, especially for the  

    family, the old ones, the orphans, the  

    ones in mourning, the sick ones and ones 

    working for the people. 

4.  WOWICAKE – Honesty and Trust: with  

      yourself, higher power, an others with  

       sincerity. 

5. WAWOKIYE – Generosity and Helping:  

     helping without expecting anything in  

     return, giving from the heart. 

6. WAWALA – Humility: we have a spirit; 

     we are no better or less than others.  

7. WOKSAPE – Wisdom: practice with  

     knowledge comes wisdom.  

 

 
My name is Sandy White Hawk. I was born on 

the Rosebud Reservation in 1953 and 

adopted out to a white missionary couple 

when I was 18 months old. I grew up in the 

white world in a very oppressive fundamental 

Christian belief.  

In 1988 I made it back to my homeland. It was 

a transforming healing experience that 

brought me to understand who I am.  

I had another transformative experience 
when I met the Indian community in 
Madison, WI. It was there that I first heard 
the word - value - and first witnessed what 
that meant in an Indian community.  
I quickly learned that Indians are not “stingy” 

– we are generous, share everything. We 

respect other’s beliefs. We pray; we pray 

before our meetings, before our social 

gatherings, in our families.  We have our 

elders share a teaching at our meetings. We 

don’t put ourselves above others.  

These values were a breath of fresh air as I 

was untangling myself from the web of 
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How do we pray for them? Why do we? We do it 

because it what we are called do as Lakota people.  

We do it because, how we live and work 

contributes to the health of our community.  

WAUNSILA: Compassion 

I have experienced negative interactions within the 

Indian community. I did not have the best response 

at first. I came back fighting using my old 

aggressive energy to confront the issue. I was 

angry, hurt and felt self-righteous because what 

was being said about me was not true. I defended 

myself.  

There is a saying in Indian Country: “you know you 

are doing good work when people start talking 

about you and stabbing you in the back.” Those of 

us that this has happened to are hurt at first then 

after being “schooled” we suck it up develop  thick 

skin and move on with our work. Then gladly pass 

this information on to who we see needs this 

knowledge.  

I was taught that to call myself Lakota meant that I 

would live by Lakota values. And that these values 

take a spiritual discipline to understand. It was 

hard at first but eventually I changed my thoughts 

to look at those who said hurtful, destructive 

things about me, as my teachers. They were going 

to teach me to pray and pray sincerely when it was 

the hardest to do.  

At first I could only get a few prayerful thoughts 
out. Then I asked Creator to help me pray for them 
– it got easier. Over time it became easier and I 
sensed a shift in my heart. I didn’t have anger or 
resentment.  I began to develop compassion.  
 
All this happened and those I prayed for did not 
change their behavior at all. But I did! I didn’t have 
mixed emotions. I wasn’t frustrated. I was 
genuinely living in our Lakota values.  
 
WOCEKIYA – Praying 
“Pray sincerely for them” I was instructed.  

  
 

confusion of my early years. It was becoming my 

spiritual foundation.  

Then came the time when I began to learn 

Lakota values. While they are similar to all 

Indian values – learning to say the words in 

Lakota, the language of my ancestors, and using 

the principles once again lead me through a 

transformative healing experience.  

Our Lakota values serve as guiding principles 

that help us become a person of  

balance; build our character, lead us into 

spiritual maturity.  

If you look at the list of Lakota values they are 

attractive and seem very achievable. We like to 

think of ourselves as prayerful, respectful, 

caring, honest, truthful, generous, humble and 

wise. In fact I would venture to say most of us 

try to walk in these values. But, is it really that 

easy to live and extend these values in this 

contemporary society, is it realistic? After all our 

lives are so complicated, right?   

What about the people who are manipulative 

and destructive? The supervisor who abuses 

their power? The co-worker who spreads lies 

about you, sabotages your work with lies, claims 

credit for work you did?  

Don’t they deserve “bad Karma?” We say things 

like “it will come back on them” and leave it. 

Maybe even for a few seconds have negative 

thoughts and trick ourselves into thinking they 

are positive thoughts by saying – “it out of my 

hands.” That may be. But, it’s not out of our 

responsibly, to pray.   

And, about that relative of yours who is always 
lying and stirring up chaos, always getting in 
trouble causing your family grief; especially 
those all their life they have engaged in the 
same destructive behavior. 

 

 

 



 

 
 

It does not mean we accept unacceptable 

behavior – it means that we spend time praying 

sincerely for wicozani (wee chose ah nee) good 

health and happiness. We can take care of 

ourselves and remove ourselves from negative 

and hurtful influences.  

The change happened in me. As I sincerely 
prayed for wicozani - good health and happiness 
- for those who hurt me I had less negative 
thoughts. I walked away from negative 
conversations without explaining why, I just 
disengaged respectfully without judgment.  
I still fall short of our values and have times 

think I have the answers and that I know best 

and if I don’t try to influence someone then 

everything will fall apart. In other words I start 

thinking I’m pretty important and wise, a very 

human weakness.  

The truth is I am not that wise or powerful. I am 

a human being with character flaws and an ego 

that are in opposition to our beautiful values 

that lead to a balanced life.  

This isn’t a new or exclusive concept. Many 

spiritual beliefs teach this principle.  

When we can learn in within our own culture it 

awakens our spirit in a way that connects us 

with our ancestors. 

Working to walk in our values shows me what I 

am not, and what I don’t know. It also shows me 

how patient and generous Creator is in his love 

and for us. And that is what he wants us to learn 

to give each other. 

WOKSAPE: Wisdom 
I am beginning to understand why elders say, “I 
have come to understand how much I don’t 
know.”  

The lesson is that we don’t pray to change other 

people – it’s nice if that happens – but we are 

the only ones we have control to change.  

 

 

 
 
 

My prayer is now that I would be helpful to my 
family, friends and community.  
I thank Creator for the “teachers” in my life and 
pray sincerely for their health and happiness 
because they have taught me the greatest gift of 
all……..how to pray.   
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