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Introduction
	Spirit of the Rainforest, written by Mark Andrew Ritchie, is a story about the Yanomamo, the indigenous people who live near the Orinoco River in Amazonas on the border between Venezuela and Brazil. The story was told by a charismatic shaman named Jungleman to Ritchie over a period of thirteen years during Ritchie’s six visits to the Yanomamo people. Telling it through the eyes of Jungleman, Ritchie delivers the powerful story of God’s redemption of the Yanomamo people through a vivid and authentic lens. It is truly remarkable how the firsthand accounts of the extraordinary life of the Yanomamo reveal the emic perspective. Jungleman shows incredible knowledge about the various events even when he was not present, including descriptions of the intentions and thoughts of the various people. I could not help but wonder how that is possible just as Ritchie wondered and sought external evidence to verify the accuracy of the shaman’s accounts. However, as the story unfolded, I began to understand how the Yanomamo perceive reality, which may be quite different from the perspective I am used to. Their rituals, values, norms, customs, and tradition started to make more sense in light of their believes, which are intricately linked to the spirit world. In this paper, the Yanomamo’s culture, what the Gospel means for them, and how some of them came to put their faith in God will be analyzed based on the story told by Jungleman. Finally, missional implications from the analysis will be reflected.
Analysis of the Yanomamo Culture
Patterns of Family Relations
	The Yanomamo live in scattered villages consisting of families and relatives. Each village is housed in a communal dwelling called shabono located in the middle of the jungle. A shabono is a circular wooden structure roofed by palm leaves with an open-air central area in the middle. Each family housed in a section of the shabono has its own hearth to cook the family food and the family members sleep in their own hammocks. The shabono is connected to a communal garden where the Yanomamo grow and gather a potato-like crop called yuca as their main source of carbohydrates. To have more balance in their diet, they hunt animals including monkeys or turkeys and gather fruits in the jungle.
	The Yanomamo people have a patrilineal kinship system. Marriages are often initiated by men’s political agenda to make alliances with certain villages. Wedding ceremonies are never mentioned in Spirit of the Rainforest and polygamous marriages seem to be common. As a result, many villagers are connected through kin relationships. A man who seeks to have a wife chooses a young girl within his own village or in another village. He is expected to hunt and provide the hunted games to the girl’s parents to show his interest in the potential bride until he gets the parents’ approval. When the girl is promised to the man and she reaches marriageable age, she becomes the man’s wife and she should leave her home village permanently to live in the husband’s village. It is common for young girls to be forced to get married against their will, sometimes resulting in their multiple attempts to flee back to their parents’ village. Then the husbands would pursue their wives and bring them back. In Spirit of the Rainforest, the husbands who repeatedly ran after their wives who resisted the marriage eventually killed them or injured them brutally. How marriage is completed and what roles and responsibilities husbands and wives have reflect the Yanomamo people’s view of gender identity. 
The Cultural Construction of Identity
	Discussion on the cultural construction of identity of the Yanomamo people can be centered on gender identity. Men are perceived to be superior to women. Men show their power through dominating and subduing women. Gesture of disobedience by women is considered to be humiliating to men, deserving punishment which can sometimes lead to death of women. The graphic portrayals of violence in Spirit of the Rainforest often include horrific display of brutality involved in the process of marriage. It is common for girls under marriageable age to be raped before they get married. Moreover, women and young girls are easily raped by raiders, too. Since females are considered valuable resources, they are often kidnapped to become the wives of the men from the raiding village. Even when women take refuge from domestic violence or raid by enemy villagers to another village which is in alliance with their own village, they suffer from further sexual abuse.    
The Cultural Construction of Social Hierarchy
	The culture of the Yanomamo villages can be considered as relatively egalitarian in relation to grid and group model. Although there are leaders including shamans, important decisions, including whether to go on a raid, are made by consensus after discussion among the villagers. A village is a completely autonomous and independent kinship society. Village members’ dependence on each other is crucial to their survival. Their activities are group based and the products and yields are distributed among the members.  
	While the village has egalitarian characteristics, social stratification is made by gender. The belief that men are superior to women seems to be justified as a biological fact. The different roles assigned to men and women are not interchangeable because they are ascribed to their physical differences. Their bodies define their social position and their roles. Men tend to hunt for meat for the family, take care of their weapons and fight in a war. Women’s role is to reproduce, nurse and feed the offspring, take care of young children, teach their girls domestic skills, grow and gather yuca in the garden, and cook. 
The Cultural Construction of Violent Conflict
	The life of the Yanomamo people is inseparable from chronic violence. Spirit of the Rainforest begins its story with the scene of the fight between Honey Village and Mouth Village. As the title of the prologue, “A Long Story Goes Before Every Fight,” suggests, the intervillage warfare pervasive in the Yanomamo culture has their own justifications. The major justification for the collective violence is that they should take revenge for their dead. The Yanomamo believe that when a village member dies, it is because someone in their enemy village has used their spirits to kill that person. The bone of the deceased is ground and mixed into banana juice. The villagers share it together and make a pledge to raid the enemy village which the shaman has identified as the one in which the person responsible for the death of the kinsman lives. They bring their weapons such as bows, arrows and clubs and attack the enemy village without any warning. Nearly every man in the raided village is killed in the sudden attack. Women and young girls are raped and abducted to be given to the men in the raiding village. As soon as they have fulfilled their revenge and returned to their own village, they expect that the friends of the raided village will soon come to attack them to take their revenge. This way, the cycle of revenge perpetuates and there are constant warfare and killings among Yanomamo villages. Another justification for violence is that Yanomamo man should not allow anyone to humiliate him or regard him as a coward. If he has been humiliated, he should challenge his opponent to a chest- pounding duel which can also lead to a deadly consequence. Visitors of a village sometimes turn into enemies who attack the women in the village, too. Low perception of women leads to frequent beatings by husbands. Overall, women are the victims of violence and sexual abuse. 
What the Yanomamo believe
	The spirit world is an essential part of the life of the Yanomamo people. They believe that all creatures including animals, such as monkey or jaguar, have spirits. Shamans are the people who are believed to have control over such spirits. Shamans contact the spirits in a state of hallucination. Almost every day, they blow a hallucinogenic drug called ebene into one another’s nostrils to go to the spirit world in which they meet the spirits, dance with them, and travel with them to many distant places. When someone in the village dies from sickness, shamans ask the spirits to identify the unknown killer of their dead kinsman who might have done sorcery. The spirits encourage the shamans to urge their villagers to take revenge by raiding the village of the killer. Shamans also control the spirits to go to the enemy village to kill children or make someone in that village become sick. In addition, the spirits are believed to be able to heal sick people. However, as we read in the book, Jungleman is repeatedly disappointed with the spirits’ inability to heal. The spirits provide many ways to cure the illness, yet, they almost always fail. Eventually, the spirits come up with excuses and ask Jungleman to find a new spirit to treat the disease. 
	When a village returns from raiding of its enemy village, the men who killed in the raid should go through the cleaning ritual called unokai which lasts many days. During unokai, the men do not allow their hands to touch any part of their bodies, fearing the part of the body touched by the blood on their hands would become sick. They also put a stick into the hole in each of their ear lobe, using it instead of their hands to pick up food. However, unokai is not the only inconvenient ritual they perform after killing. To stay safe from any retaliation by friends of the raided village, the first step they take is to build a palm wood wall across the front opening of the shabono to make it difficult for any raiders to get inside. They try to stay in the shabono as much as they can, fearing raiders in ambush might be waiting for them in the jungle. They are famous for being fierce, but the fear of being attacked while they are asleep keeps them awake night after night. They soon run out of the food from their garden. Combination of being unable to go hunting, starving for extended period, and suffering from lack of sleep eventually becomes unbearable to everyone. Finally, they decide to put the whole village on wyumi which involves leaving the shabono and wandering through the jungle day after day looking for anything that is edible. On wyumi, children would die first because they are the last ones to be fed. Therefore, not only do many people die in the raid but also after the raid. Such was the only way of life they had known until they met nabas, the white people, or to put it more accurately, until they heard the Gospel.                       
What the Gospel Means for the Yanomamo
	The Yanomamo always knew there is a great spirit called Yai Wana Naba Laywa – the unfriendly spirit who eats the souls of their children. Yai Wana Naba Laywa was believed to have a plan to burn the whole world. Moreover, the Yanomamo believed that Yai Wana Naba Laywa would never come close to the Yanomamo because he hated Yanomamo and their spirits. In Spirit of the Rainforest, Shoefoot and Spear, the shamans of Honey Village, desperately wanted to learn about Yai Wana Naba Laywa, the spirit some nabas talked about, and learn how to live a better life just as the nabas did. They believed that people must somehow bear resemblance to the spirits they possessed. Therefore, they wanted to have Yai Wana Naba Laywa on top of the numerous spirits they already had. However, even the thought of having Yai Wana Naba Laywa frightened their spirits. The shamans became aware of the reality that they could not keep the old spirits if they were going to follow Yai Pada, the great spirit. Gradually recognizing the tragic consequences of their old lifestyle which is inseparable from their spirits, Shoefoot started to pray to Yai Pada to help him throw away the spirits. He quit having ebene, keeping himself away from talking to the spirits. One day, Omawa, the leader of all the spirits, came to Shoefoot and allured him to dance with him into the jungle. Just when Shoefoot felt so good that he could not resist him, a sharp flame of light suddenly hit them and filled Shoefoot with the warmth that Shoefoot had never felt before. The warmth gave Shoefoot a new feeling of safety. At the same time, there was a huge voice that said Omawa could not have Shoefoot, and the voice claimed Shoefoot to be his own. Shoefoot saw Omawa running away in terror. Shoefoot realized that Yai Pada was, after all, friendly spirit who heard and answered his prayer. He also realized that Yai Pada is a mighty savior who saved him from being killed by the old spirits. He began to see that Yai Pada hated the spirits, not the Yanomamo. He started to believe that Yai Pada loved the Yanomamo so much that he came into their world, got killed, but came back to life to lead the Yanomamo to his beautiful land. Toucan and Jungleman also encountered Yai Pada in similar ways. They all realized that Yai Pada, the most powerful spirit, loved them in a way they never knew existed. He was everything they needed. That Yai Pada desires good for them was truly Good News to them.
How the Yanomamo Came to Put their Faith in God
	From the day Shoefoot was saved by Yai Pada in a powerful way, he completely threw away his old way of life and followed the new way of Yai Pada. Keleewa, the naba missionary who had been living in Honey Village with the Yanomamo, always taught the villagers to turn away from anger, hatred, fight and killing. Instead, he urged them to love and respect one another as the new way of life with Yai Pada. Moreover, following Yai Pada meant leaving revenge to the hand of Yai Pada. They learned what it meant to forgive. All of these were exactly the opposite of how they had lived. Other villagers, even Jungleman himself, could not believe how radically Honey Villagers changed. They started to notice happiness, peace, and prosperity that they had never seen in Honey Village. They were welcomed as visitors and genuinely loved in Honey Village. Such transformation made other Yanomamo to become curious and envious. They wanted to become like Honey Village. Members of Honey Village started to see how forgiveness cut them off from the cycle of revenge. Their fighting became limited to minor scuffles, instead of growing into a deadly one. They did not have to live in fear of getting revenge. There was no more guilt and shame which used to fill them with remorse and anger. It was so clear that what the old spirits told them was all lies. Honey Village, Toucan, and Jungleman came to put their faith in Yai Pada and never went back to their old ways. Even when some anthropologists tried to turn them back to their old ways, they resisted.
Personal Reflection on Missional Significance
	Long before the conversion of Honey Village happened, there were people who invested their lives into the work of God in Honey Village. Joe Dawson, known as Pepe, reached out to the Yanomamo and started to build relationship with them. He was the first white missionary ever to sustain a long contact with the Yanomamo. After he returned to his home country, the missionary work was passed down to his son, Keleewa, who came back to the Yanomamo people. Since Keleewa grew up with the Yanomamo when he was young, he knew their language and had great insider knowledge. How he participated in God’s work in the Yanomamo people showed me what it means to be devoted to mission. First, he grew up in friendship with them. He genuinely liked them. Many times, I find myself putting my guard up in relationships. Unlike me, Keleewa approached them with genuine friendship. Second, when he came back to the jungle, he moved into Honey Village and lived with them. When he got married in his home country, he brought his wife with him to continue to live in Honey Village. He actively participated, and became a member of their community. I cannot even imagine staying in the shabono for few days, and would have easily given up living in such a place. It will take tremendous amount of tolerance, courage, and perseverance to change my lifestyle, which requires huge sacrifices on my part. Third, he helped them in numerous ways, including teaching and treating patients. This was in stark contrast with the anthropologists mentioned in the book. They came to the Yanomamo villages, but instead of helping them to live better, they just observed. Keleewa, knowing the Yanomamo culture so well, helped them to see that it is wrong to continue in the cycle of vengeance and violence. As he continued to denounce the war and killing, he kept treating gravely wounded men and women, sick and dying children time after time. Fourth, he contextualized the Gospel so that the Yanomamo understood the meaning of the message and relate to it in their reality.
	To conclude, Keleewa’s life as a missionary pointed to the Gospel message he communicated to the Yanomamo. Just as God loved the Yanomamo people so much that he became one of them, Keleewa loved them so much that he came to live with them. Just as Jesus suffered and sacrificed himself for them, Keleewa also devoted his life to serving them. Reflecting on how God worked through Keleewa, it strikes me to see how in the missional work God sends us to others even as he shapes us in such a way that we emulate the incarnate Jesus Christ.   
        

