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Who’s in the Room?

800+ learners from Canada, the US, Australia, New Zealand, the UK, 
Singapore, Brazil, France, Mexico, the Philippines and South Africa

300+ learners from around the globe registered to receive the recording



Systems change work requires us to engage at all levels, 
from the individual to the system level. 

How can equity and reconciliation become rooted into all 
aspects of our work as changemakers?



Medicine Wheel

12  |  LEGACY

are not the result of  so-called primitive societies unable to adapt 
to “civilization,” or of  what is often described as a “culture clash.” 
They are responses to prolonged, repeated trauma. They are man-
ifestations of  unresolved terror, anger, grief, and loss.

In Indigenous philosophy and science, the only thing that is 
constant is change. For Indigenous peoples, the only fixed static 
“law” is that the world and everything in it is in a constant process 
of  movement, transition, and transformation. Human beings are 
dependent upon creation, and we learn from creation. This means 
that we, too, must adapt and change over time. One of  the tools 
Indigenous peoples use to understand and accomplish movement 
and transformation is the medicine circle (or medicine wheel).

In its simplest form, the medicine wheel is shown as a circle 
divided into four quadrants. The quadrants and lines are often 
drawn at different angles, but each is correct, because there are 
two parts to the whole:

According to Nehiyaw grandfather/elder Michael Thrasher, 
the two versions of  the medicine circle represent the sun and the 
moon, or fire and water. Both ground our ways of  knowing and 
being in the world. Both measure time and distance — through 
the equinoxes, solstices, and cardinal directions — and both illus-
trate the balance of  active and receptive energy in the universe (fire 
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Medicine Wheel

• Fire + Water = Balance



Medicine Wheel

HOW THINGS WORK, AND WHY STORIES MATTER  |  13

is active, water is receptive). The 13 moons that are seen during 
one cycle of  the sun are each named by, and for, the seasons. This 
grounds us in our geographic location. In essence, the medicine 
wheel is about where we live over time. The purpose of  the medi-
cine circle is to help human beings learn how to live in a particular 
place — our body, mind, and spirit, as well as our families, commu-
nities, or places on the land — at any particular moment. 

The medicine wheel represents a vast store of  knowledge. 
Multiply it by the many people who adapt the wheel for their own 
purposes — in counselling, addictions treatment, or as a model for 
sustainability — and it becomes a wide-ranging tool for understand-
ing interconnectedness, human development, balance, and change.

According to grandfather/elder Thrasher, the east quadrant of  
the medicine wheel represents vision: the ability to engage in the 
hopeful thinking necessary for change. When a guiding vision is 
created or received, we see what needs to be done, and we begin to 
envision strategies that will enact that change. For this reason, the 
east is matched with the spiritual — the stories, ceremonies, and 
teachings that must be respected because they bring us awareness 
and vision. The south quadrant of  the wheel represents time: the 
time it takes to relate to an idea or vision and to understand it. 
For this reason, the south is matched with the physical — the land 
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Medicine Wheel

• Cardinal Directions = Spirit World
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around us and the body we inhabit, which change over time and 
teach us about relationship. The west quadrant represents feeling 
and reason: the ability to gain knowledge and figure things out. 
This is why the west is matched with the emotional — because 
the head and the heart are both involved in making sense of  life 
and the world around us. Knowledge can only be gained through 
this balance. The north quadrant of  the medicine wheel represents 
movement: the ability to do things, and the transition from knowl-
edge to the wisdom that accomplishes movement and change. This 
is why the north quadrant is matched with the intellectual: because 
each individual must engage in behaviours that embrace change 
in a conscious way. We begin each cycle around the circle in the 
east and we end in the north, gaining awareness, understanding, 
knowledge, and wisdom with each turn around the wheel. Change 
is only possible when each stage in the wheel is acknowledged and 
undertaken — when we embody the wholeness that exists in the 
universe and when we maintain balance while embracing change.

The centre of  the wheel represents humanity and the energy 
of  human agency, because it represents the planet’s core. We live 
inside that power and are connected to it. If  we are in tune with 
it, we can access it to create movement and change. In that way, 
the centre of  the wheel is an axis: a place of  individual movement 
around the various aspects of  the circle, where all the aspects 
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We didn’t hear back from the 
community after we left

Medicine Wheel

• Fire + Water = Balance
• Circle = Growth/Change
• Balance + Change = Transformation



We didn’t hear back from the 
community after we left

Medicine Wheel

• 13 moons during 1 sun cycle
• Named for seasons
• Grounds us in our geographic location



We didn’t hear back from the 
community after we left

Medicine Wheel

• Where we live over time
• How to live in a particular place in any 

particular moment
• Tools for coping and transformation
• Interconnectedness
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AWARENESS
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PHYSICAL

MOVEMENT

TIME

FEELING VISION

Medicine Wheel
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Poll Question

What comes first in your personal and/or 
cultural approach to gaining wisdom? 

• Do you seek the “how” of understanding 
and then the “why” of knowledge? 

OR

• Do you seek the “why” of knowledge and 
then the “how” of understanding?



How can we begin to responsibly apply what 
the medicine wheel model teaches us? 
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Vision – Spiritual – Respect – Awareness

• What is your vision for ________ ?
• What are your stories, ceremonies, 

teachings?
• How will you respect your ________ ? 

How have you not respected your 
________ ?

• What new awareness do you have about 
the situation?
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Time – Physical – Relationship – Understanding

• How much time do you need to 
implement your vision?

• How does your body feel right now?
• What relationships do you see on the 

land around you? What do they 
teach you?

• How does this help you understand 
your vision on a deeper, more 
complex level?
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Feeling – Emotional – Reason – Knowledge

• How do you feel about the 
situation?

• How does your vision for the future 
help you make sense of your 
feelings?

• What knowledge do you need to 
realize your vision?

• How would you describe the 
situation now?
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Movement – Intellectual – Behaviour – Wisdom

• How will you carry out your vision?
• What steps will you take to stay 

mindful during this work?
• What behaviours will you engage 

in to embrace change? What 
behaviours will you stop engaging 
in?

• How will you build on and share 
your vision?
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Final Thoughts

• There are no “right” answers
• Reconciliation requires a change in thinking
• Reconciliation requires a change in systems
• The medicine wheel can effect this change
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Connecting to Equity and Reconciliation: Real-World Examples

• Changing power structures
• Providing trauma-informed services
• Working together better (institutions and 

communities)



QUESTIONS?QUESTIONS?



View our free community building webinars:
https://bit.ly/tamarackwebinars

Equip yourself for Community Change by joining 
us for free community building webinars and live 
podcasts – produced weekly through July

Free Community 
Building Webinars

https://bit.ly/tamarackwebinars


QUESTIONS?THANK YOU!


