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An Emphasis on Heart Wisdom

Ilarion “Larry” Merculieff (Unangan)

Since the age of six, I've known how to get “out of my head.” As one of
the last Unangan (Aleut) to experience a true traditional upbring-
ing, I was allowed to walk the six miles Jrom the village out to the bird
cliffs, even as a very young child. In my six-year-old mind, I decided that
the only difference between those birds and myself was that they drew
upon a vast field of awareness rather than an intellectual thought process
(although I did not use such words at the time). I wanted to be like a bird,
so, after months of effort, I developed the capacity to maintain this state of
“awareness without thinking” for several hours at a time. That was when
the magic happened: I could sense many things I'd never experienced
before, and my world expanded enormously.

From then on, I understood how Unangan people received their spir-
itual instructions for living, principles that had helped them sustain their
communities for thousands of years: reciprocity with all living things,
humility, respect for all life, honoring Elder wisdom, giving without
expectation of a return to self, thinking of others first, and many more.

Such spiritual principles for living did not come from logic or thought
but from a much deeper source of wisdom, which our Unangan culture
referred to as the “heart.” When Unangan Elders speak of the “heart,” they
do not mean mere feelings, even positive and compassionate ones. “Heart”
refers to a deeper portal of profound interconnectedness and awareness
that exists between humans and all living things. Centering oneself there
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Still, when you access this heart center, you must have great Courage
to follow what it is telling you. Sometimes that feels like Jjumping from 4
cliff. But when you do, you will never regret it. Once you have accesseq 1,
heart, you enter into the vast field of awareness in the company of by
and connect in a deep and profound way with all living things.
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Contextualized Biosketch

llarion “Larry” Merculieff, also known as Larry “Kuuyux” Merculieft,
is one of the last generation of Aleuts of the Alaskan Pribilof Islands
to be fully raised in the traditional way. Recipient of the 2017 Wisdom

Treasure Award, he continues to facilitate the use of traditional ways
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