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Introduction 

Rights of indigenous people around the world continue to be frag-
ile.1  Such tenuous rights have been the cause for ethnic tension around 
the globe often resulting in attempts of genocide.  Fighting for those 
rights has erupted in countless numbers of conflicts even in our day.  In 
regards to land, for instance, the right is inherent in the struggle of the 
Papuan cause for self-determination.  The right to land is inherent in the 
struggle of Palestinians as well.2  Many indigenous people the world over 
continue in the struggle for self-determination.  Lessons, then, that can be 
gleaned from history will serve well for understanding the importance of 
mutual respect related to group rights.  The case of U.S. relations with 
Native Americans will help in this understanding and might further sus-
tainable peace once such lessons are heeded. 

The story of the United States of America is one of continual strug-
gle for peace from the War of Independence to the Indian Wars of the 
1800s to the current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  It is the story of an 
immigrant nation’s challenge to implement ideals that are certainly uni-
versal, but interpreted by the times in which we live and ambitions of 
those holding power.  These inalienable rights of life, liberty and the pur-
suit of happiness often came at the expense of ethnic groups who were 
viewed as potential obstacles to such rights.  The Euro-American ethnic 
hegemony present in North America from the colonial period until the 
beginning of the modern age of war was the impetus for westward ex-
pansion as expressed in Manifest Destiny and for the hope of economic 
prosperity by fulfilling the American Dream.  This hegemony often re-
sulted in the displacement of native people and the incitement to war.  



Cooper: U.S. Relations with Native Americans 

114 

Religious motivation also played a salient role as the Whites believed 
they had been sent by God to subdue the land.   

The United States government has broken nearly every treaty ever 
signed with Native Americans.3  More often than not, treaties were bro-
ken due to the expanding appetite of White settlers and the government’s 
encouragement of Manifest Destiny.  At times the expansion was theo-
logically motivated.  At other times it was purely economic as gold was 
being discovered in Cherokee lands in Georgia and Lakota lands in 
South Dakota.  This insatiable appetite of many White people for Native 
Americans lands specifically and conquest generally threatened peace 
and brought a new nation to the brink of, if not in reality, committing 
genocide.4  

This article will argue that many of the issues between Euro-
Americans and Native Americans could have been mitigated by mutual 
understanding.  Particularly on the part of the Euro-Americans who 
touted cultural superiority and God-given entitlement as a chosen people, 
the Christian worldview should have demonstrated humility and love 
when engaging people of different worldviews.  Thus, it becomes of 
primary importance to understand not only culture but the ethnicity and 
religion of a people in order to effectively engage and impact a lasting 
worldview change. 

Worldview: Culture, Ethnicity and Religion 

David Naugle argued that a worldview is constructed by how people 
reason, interpret and know.  In this manner, it explains the reality a per-
son confronts.  He stated that worldview is, “best understood as a semi-
otic phenomenon, especially as a system of narrative signs that estab-
lishes a powerful framework within which people think (reason), inter-
pret (hermeneutics), and know (epistemology).”5  Such narrative signs 
are characteristically found in three salient features of worldview.  
Worldview, then, is created by the degree in which one’s culture, belief 
system (whether religious or non religious) and ethnicity/race interact to 
explain the perception of reality (see figure 1). 

Culture, ethnicity and religion are all salient features that contribute 
to the manner in which people make sense of events in their world.  Each 
feature addresses the questions of ultimate meaning as well as personal 
and social identity.  They are deeply embedded in an individual and pro-
vide the framework of assumptions that are collectively held and which 
govern social relations thus offering cohesion and peace among groups 
of people.  In other words, where a worldview is shared there you will 
find a people who live at peace with each other.  As such, I suggest that 
culture, ethnicity and religion coalesce to form the framework from 
which people make sense of events happening around them.  Each con-
tributes in manners of degree to the way in which we perceive reality.  
When there are competing worldviews vying for prominence mutual un-
derstanding is imperative in order to sustain peace. 



Sacred Tribes Journal  Volume 4 Number 2 (2009):113-131  
  ISSN: 1941-8167 

115 

 

 
Figure 1: Worldview 

According to Clifford Geertz and many others culture is a, “histori-
cally transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of 
inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which 
men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and 
attitudes toward life.”6  These cultural patterns, or symbol systems, are 
webs of social and psychological processes that give life meaning.  
Geertz argued that these cultural patterns define who people will be-
come.  He noted, “Becoming human is becoming individual, and we be-
come individual under the guidance of cultural patterns, historically cre-
ated systems of meaning in terms of which we give form, order, point, 
and direction to our lives.”7 

Fredrik Barth argued that culture is a result of an ethnic group’s or-
ganization rather than a primary characteristic of it.  Therefore, it is in-
adequate to think of classifying people as members of ethnic groups ac-
cording to particular characteristics of the culture.  He suggested that 
there is no one-to-one correlation between ethnicity and culture.8  How-
ever, Barth stated that some cultural features maintain ethnic boundaries.  
An ethnic group has a “continual organizational existence with bounda-
ries” that distinguishes the group as diverse.   
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George de Voss defined an ethnic group as a “self-perceived inclu-
sion of those who hold in common a set of traditions not shared by others 
with whom they are in contact.”9 Typically, shared religious beliefs, lan-
guage, common ancestry and a degree of historical continuity character-
ize those traditions.  According to De Voss, ethnic identity is a subjective 
social process based on a real or deliberate creation of a past to justify 
social belonging.10 

Whereas culture is achieved, ethnicity is ascribed.  As an ethnic 
group reorganizes itself and creates new social realities, culture changes 
while leaving the identity of the group intact.  Cultural characteristics can 
be shared across ethnic boundaries.  However, ethnicity is more about 
relationships between people who share a common identity, ancestral and 
social, than about structured patterns of society.  Ethnic groups, then, 
share a common historical memory, cultural particularities that serve as 
boundaries and often territorial constraints that reinforce “us” and 
“them.”   

In addition to culture and ethnicity, religion plays a significant role 
in forming a worldview.  Emile Durkheim defined religion in terms of a 
system of beliefs and practices related to the sacred that united a com-
munity.11  Geertz’s definition of religion is perhaps more instructive. 

A religion is (1) a system of symbols which act to (2) establish 
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in 
men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of exis-
tence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of 
factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely real-
istic.12  

While comprehensive in nature, Geertz’s understanding is relatively 
complicated.  Steve Bruce defined religion simply as consisting of “be-
liefs, actions, and institutions which assume the existence of supernatural 
entities with powers of action, or impersonal powers or processes pos-
sessed of moral purpose.”13  All three definitions contribute to an under-
standing of religion as a system of beliefs and rituals whereby individu-
als, concentrated in groups of like-minded adherents, relate to spiritual 
beings. 

Religion then relates to culture and ethnicity because it deals with 
the way in which humans relate to the world around them and in particu-
lar to the unseen spirit world.  It helps people find meaning and solutions 
to their own weaknesses and failings as it provides a framework in which 
a person can interpret the world.  In so doing it gives practitioners secu-
rity in understanding the questions of why things are the way they are.  
Religion is an aspect of one’s worldview which deals with the spiritual 
realm and its manifestations in the human realm. 

Much of the history of U.S. relations with Native Americans might 
be understood as competing worldviews vying for self-determination.  
Both the Euro-Americans and the Native Americans of the seventeenth 
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to nineteenth centuries held deep cultural, ethnic and religious beliefs 
that propelled them in increasingly adversarial positions and provoked 
strong and often deadly responses to the other.  Each naturally believed 
that their worldview was superior.  However, where the Euro-Americans 
attempted to impose their worldview on Native Americans, more often 
than not Native Americans did not understand and felt their way of life 
was being threatened. 

Historical Background of U.S. Relations  
with Native Americans 

Relations between Indians and early European settlers were always 
somewhat tenuous.  From the arrival of the first Puritans seeking a land 
where they could freely and peaceable practice their religion, Indians 
were often looked upon and treated as savages simply because they were 
different.  In spite of early attempts by the Wampanoag who inhabited 
the area around Massachusetts to have peaceful relations, the new arri-
vals to the continent were self-assured of the right to the land because of 
European-Christian superiority.  Such assurance was bolstered when dis-
eases, such as small pox, were viewed as God’s hand in clearing the way 
for exerting European Christian civilization.14  Subsequent wars with 
neighboring tribes further assured the settlers of their God given right to 
occupy the land.  The 1637 Pequot War was viewed by the settlers as a 
preemptive attempt to demonstrate European strength and resulted in the 
death of 700 men, women and children who were burned in their 
homes.15  Such actions resulted in Indian suspicion of the White settlers.   

Resulting from the manner in which the English treated the Pequot, 
early treaties between the Wampanoag and English were jeopardized as 
there was growing concern that the English would betray their friendship 
as well.  Simultaneously, there was a decreasing desire for Indian goods 
for trade among the new arrivals and increasing desire for English goods.  
Eventually such a trade imbalance would result in Indian indebtedness to 
the English and in due course dispossession of land in order to pay the 
debt.  While Massasoit (1581-1661), the first Wampanoag chief to enter 
into relations with the English, enjoyed relative peace with the new set-
tlers his son Metacom would not.   

Metacom (1639-1676), who was know as King Philip to the English 
would remark in reference to those early White settlers, “[We were] the 
first in doing good to the English and the English the first in doing 
wrong.”16  After a trial for the murder of a “Praying Indian”—one who 
had been converted to Christianity—and the subsequent execution of the 
convicted Wamponoag, Metacom mounted a war with the English that 
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would last a bit more than a year.  Ultimately on August 12, 1676 Meta-
com was killed and decapitated.  His head was displayed impaled on a 
stake as a reminder of God’s deliverance of the Indians into the hands of 
the English. 

There were certainly those colonialists who attempted to live at 
peace with Native Americans.  William Penn (1644-1718) is but one ex-
ample.  Penn’s holy experiment for a peaceable kingdom where Whites 
and Indian lived together was abruptly shattered when the Paxton Boys 
systematically wiped out the remaining Conestoga.  Armed with the bib-
lical mandate to subdue the earth, many colonialists appealed to the laws 
of God and nature as their rationale for usurping Indian land and dispos-
sessing the indigenous population since they were not cultivating it as the 
Whites.17  To the White, land was to be possessed and exploited for its 
resources and this was certainly the perspective that Native Americans 
had of the Europeans.  As one native leader stated in a 19th century in-
terview, “The white man has come to be the symbol of extinction for all 
things natural to this continent.  Between him and the animal there is no 
rapport and they have learned to flee from his approach, for they cannot 
live on the same ground.”18 

Early American identity was fixated on the White Europeans.  After 
the War of Independence and the subsequent Treaty of Peace of 1783 
that allowed the newly formed United States of America to occupy land 
from the Appalachian Mountains to the Mississippi, the government 
looked for means to rid the region of Native Americans.  Not only did 
the treaty liberate the United States from European control, but Congress 
believed the treaty gave them explicit claim to Indian Territory.  Henry 
Knox, secretary of war in 1789 wrote, “Congress were of the opinion, 
that the Treaty of Peace, of 1783, absolutely invested them with the fee 
of all the Indian lands within the limits of the United States; that they had 
the right to assign, or retain such portions as they should judge proper.”19   

The hunter/gatherer lifestyle of the native population was evidence 
enough for the Enlightenment educated president Thomas Jefferson 
(1743-1826) to say, “The end proposed should be their extermination, or 
their removal beyond the lales of Illinois river.  The same world will 
scarcely do for them and us.”20  Jefferson believed that even though Na-
tive Americans exhibited signs of civilization their ultimate civility in the 
Euro-American sense might not be in their fate.  In his mind one of two 
things might occur; either they would be assimilated into American soci-
ety or they would be extinguished.  According to Anthony Wallace, “The 
Jefferson vision of the destiny of the Americas had no place for Indians 
as Indians.”21  Jefferson, and by extension Jeffersonians, viewed liberty 
from an ethnocentric perspective.  The “we the people” were not simply 
any people, but explicitly Euro-Americans and specifically men.  Sum-
marizing Jefferson’s ethnocentrism, Joyce Appleby, professor of history 
at UCLA wrote,  
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Jefferson raised his voice against slavery on several important 
occasions, but died convinced that Whites and free blacks could 
never prosper together once slavery ended.  He enjoyed the con-
versation of intelligent women, but taught his daughters that 
women were created for men’s pleasure.  He approached Native 
American culture with avid curiosity, but recommended the ruth-
less destruction of Indian ways.  These repellent convictions jos-
tled strangely with Jefferson’s generous conception of the human 
potential.22 

Wallace further noted, “The Jeffersonian state was not an empire; it 
was egalitarian, democratic and ethnically exclusive.”23  Even though 
Chief Justice of the Supreme Court John Marshall (1755-1835) referred 
to Native Americans as “domestic dependent nations,” many in the gov-
ernment believed they were among the “spoilers of the American 
dream,” or at least the Jeffersonian version of the dream.  In some ways, 
the manner in which the U.S. government treated native people was 
nothing short of ethnic, or to be more charitable, at least cultural clean-
sing.24 

While Jefferson was at times optimistic in regards to the civilization 
of the Indians taking place by his first congressional address of his presi-
dency his optimism related to southern tribes.  Even though Indian rela-
tions were an important aspect of his policies, he was more concerned 
with seeing the White population fill the newly formed republic.25  His 
Indian policy pursued peace as much as was possible.  Along with peace, 
land was of primary importance in order to ensure White settlers places 
to expand the reach of the new government.  Ultimately his hope was for 
the civilization of the Indians and the prevention of inciting the British 
and French to war. 

In an 1803 letter to William Harrison, then governor of the Indiana 
Territory, Jefferson stated his desire to live in peace with the Indians.  
His hope was that they would be drawn to an agrarian lifestyle as the 
wildlife they hunted disappeared.  By so doing, Jefferson hoped that the 
Indians would find that they no longer had need of the forest and would 
be willing to sell them for necessities they required in order to farm.  He 
wrote to Harrison in confidence that he would not let the Indians know 
his plans.  Jefferson, so it appeared, was attempting to lure the Indians in 
becoming dependent on farming and on the necessities the U.S. govern-
ment could provide.  Jefferson wrote to Harrison, 

To promote this disposition to ex-change lands, which they have 
to spare and we want, for necessaries, which we have to spare 
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and they want, we shall push our trading uses, and be glad to see 
the good and influential individuals among them run in debt, be-
cause we observe that when these debts get beyond what the in-
dividuals can pay, they become willing to lop them off by a ces-
sion of lands.26 

The strategy to acquire Indian lands by indebting them to the gov-
ernment appeared in multiple letters of Jefferson.  The government tried 
to dissuade traders from interaction with Indians in order to fulfill this 
strategy.  The Trade and Intercourse Act of 1790 was re-instated under 
Jefferson in order to prevent the settlers from carrying on any exchange 
of goods or dialogue with the Indians.  Jefferson’s strategy to dispossess 
the Indians of their land included exclusive trade with the government.  
With exclusive trading rights, the government could set the price of 
goods which ultimately would indebt the Indians.  Repayment could only 
be made in land.  By the end of his presidency, Jefferson secured some 
200,000 square miles of Indian land.  The acquisition was as much for 
expansion as it was for a military strategy that essentially secured supply 
routes and pushed the tribes to the interior of the country in order to en-
circle and thus control them.27   

While Jefferson was certainly interested in native culture, such in-
terest was purely academic.  Politically, he had a different agenda and he 
would not be alone.  Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) would also be com-
plicit in U.S. treatment of indigenous people.  There were certainly 
glimmers of hope among the so-called Five Civilized Tribes.28  However, 
in the end, economically motivated policy would see the dispossession of 
their lands for the sake of White prosperity in the form of gold.  While 
Jefferson and Jackson’s view of Native Americans seem to contradict 
their views of natural rights and equality with universal freedom, they 
were products of the predominant Euro-American worldview.  It was a 
worldview that was profoundly ethnocentric with a desire to insure pros-
perity that eluded many in Europe.  That prosperity undoubtedly in-
cluded the White expansion from the eastern to the western coasts.   

President Jackson assured as much in his Indian Removal Act of 
1830 that made provision for the U.S. government’s sovereignty over 
Indian land.29  After the discovery of gold on Cherokee territory in Geor-
gia, for example, the policy’s effect would be severely felt.  While the 
Act made provision for the relocation of Native Americans its implemen-
tation was a deplorable example of U.S. domestic policy that led to the 
infamous Trail of Tears of the Cherokee in 1838.30  After being an early 
victim of Jackson’s Indian policy, Black Hawk (1767-1838) articulated a 
profound lack of understanding of the American way by contrasting it 
with the Indian, “Wherever the Great Spirit places his people, they ought 
to be satisfied to remain, and thankful for what He has given them; and 
not drive others from the country He has given them, because it happens 
to be better than theirs.”31 
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In regards to land, contentment was not a character trait of White 
settlers or of the U.S. government.  In an address on Manifest Destiny in 
1846, Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri summed up the belief of 
the U.S. government.  It is at once theological and at the same time eth-
nocentric,  

It would seem that the White race alone received the divine 
command, to subdue and replenish the earth: for it is the only 
race that has obeyed it—the only race that hunts out new and dis-
tant lands, and even a New World, to subdue and replenish . . . . 

The Red race has disappeared from the Atlantic coast; the tribes 
that resisted civilization met extinction.  This is a cause of lam-
entation with many.  For my part, I cannot murmur at what 
seems to be the effect of divine law.  I cannot repine that is this 
Capitol has replaced the wigwam—this Christian people, re-
placed the savages—white matrons, the red squaws . . . .  Civili-
zation, or extinction, has been the fate of all people who have 
found themselves in the trace of the advancing Whites, and civi-
lization, always the preference of the Whites, has been pressed as 
an object, while extinction has followed as a consequence of its 
resistance . . . .32 

It would eventually be Ulysses S. Grant (1822-1885) who would 
impact the Native American cultures of the West.  With a seemingly 
sympathetic posture toward the Indians, Grant desired to see their inte-
gration into the American Dream but did not consider such integration to 
possess native culture.  He wrote, “The proper treatment of the original 
inhabitants of this land, the Indian . . . I will favor any course which 
tends to their civilization and ultimate citizenship.”33  Grant seemed to 
understand the Native Americans as peaceable people who would not 
cause harm except for the fact that the White encroached on their land.  
Grant’s policy would be the domestication of Native Americans.  Do-
mestication would come by moving Native Americans to reservations in 
order to civilize them by making them leave their native lifestyle for one 
resembling the White.  Reservations would be places where Native 
Americans would learn to farm and become artisans.34   

Along with the change of culture was a change of religion.  In what 
would become known as “Grant’s Peace,” mission agencies attempted to 
evangelize the Native Americans as a means of civilizing and acclimat-
ing them to White culture.  Reflecting on the impact of the White man’s 
religion, Chief Plenty-Coups (1848-1932) of the Crow stated in an inter-
view in the early 1900s,  
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Their Wise Ones said we might have their religion, but when we 
tried to understand it we found that there were too many kinds of 
religion among white men for us to understand, and that scarcely 
any two white men agreed which was the right one to learn.  This 
bothered us a good deal until we saw that the white man did not 
take his religion any more seriously than he did his laws, and 
that he kept both of them just behind him, like Helpers, to use 
when they might do him good in his dealings with strangers.35 

Grant pursued a policy of peace with Native Americans to the con-
sternation of his two seasoned military generals: Sherman and Sheridan.  
He wrote from the horrid experience of the War Between the States, 
“Wars of extermination are demoralizing and wicked.  Our superiority 
should make us lenient toward the Indian . . . .  A system which looks to 
the extinction of a race is too horrible for a nation to adopt without en-
tailing upon itself the wrath of all Christendom.”36  In spite of Grant’s 
sympathy toward Indians, which was indeed refreshing in light of the 
policies of Jefferson and Jackson, the U.S. military policy regarding the 
Native American might be summarized by a letter from General Sherman 
to General Sheridan with the order to kill and punish them.  Sherman 
wrote, “The more we kill this year, the less we would have to kill next 
year.”37  It was not only the killing of Native Americans, General Sheri-
dan practiced the killing of bison to ensure lasting peace.  If the resources 
of the indigenous people were eliminated then they would have no other 
choice but to take the provisions of the U.S. government.  Chief Standing 
Bear (1834-1908) summed up how he saw such policies, “The white man 
considered natural animal life just as he did the natural man life upon this 
continent, as ‘pests.’”38 

Lessons for Relations with Indigenous People 

European Christianity was largely ineffective in reaching the Indian 
and understandably so.  After all, the Euro-American was intrinsically 
tied to the suppression of native culture as well as to Christianity.  Their 
appetite for consuming the land communicated a worldview that was 
foreign to native people.  In the midst of such a conflict of worldviews 
there was little hope in an attempt to understand each other’s cultures.  
With the belief of Manifest Destiny as a divine law, the Euro-Americans 
acted on their convictions.  With the belief of the oneness between Indian 
and land the native people did likewise. 

From my perspective a hundred plus years after the Indian Wars it is 
easy to be critical of the manner in which both engaged the other.  Nev-
ertheless, there are important lessons to be learned from the interactions 
of Euro-Americans and native peoples that are applicable at a time in the 
history of the West when a neo-colonial Manifest Destiny exists some-
times disguised as capitalism.  To these I now turn my attention. 



Sacred Tribes Journal  Volume 4 Number 2 (2009):113-131  
  ISSN: 1941-8167 

123 

First, theology can be undermined when connected to the ambition 
of a nation-state and used to justify state actions.  When the first White 
settlers arrived in the New World they had hopes and aspirations of no 
longer being religiously oppressed.  Such hopes and aspirations were 
eventually tied to governing bodies.  The Massachusetts Bay Colony 
charter (1629), for example, dealt as much with a form of government 
and economics as it did with religion.  Expressed within the charter was 
the mandate to civilize and Christianize native people.  Nearly two hun-
dred years later, Grant’s second annual message to congress would ex-
press similar hopes as he formulated his peace policy toward the Indians.  
He wrote,  

Indian agencies being civil offices, I determined to give all the 
agencies to such religious denominations as had heretofore es-
tablished missionaries among the Indians, and perhaps to some 
other denominations who would undertake the work on the same 
terms—i.e., as a missionary work.  The societies selected are al-
lowed to name their own agents, subject to the approval of the 
Executive, and are expected to watch over them and aid them as 
missionaries, to Christianize and civilize the Indian, and to train 
him in the arts of peace.39  

This form of Christianization resulted in tremendous confusion on 
the part of Native people.  For example, Chief Spotted Tail (1823-1881) 
of the Sioux related the difficulty of believing as the White man: 

I am bothered what to believe.  Some years ago a good man, as I 
think, came to us.  He talked me out of all my old faith; and after 
a while, thinking that he must know more of these matters than 
an ignorant Indian, I joined his church and became a Methodist.  
After a while he went away; another man came and talked, and I 
became a Baptist; then another came and talked and I became a 
Presbyterian.  Now another one has come, and wants me to be an 
Episcopalian.  All these people tell different stories and each 
wants me to believe that this special way is the only way to be 
good and save my soul.  I have about made up my mind that ei-
ther they all lie, or that they don’t know any more about it than I 
did at first.  I have always believed in the Great Spirit and wor-
shipped him in my own way.  These people don’t seem to want 
to change my belief in the Great Spirit, but to change my way of 
talking to him.  White men have education and books, and ought 
to know exactly what to do, but hardly any two of them agree on 
what should be done.40 
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The Christian theology and political ideology emerging out of the 
United States in the first two hundred years from the colonial period until 
the end of the Civil War was ethnocentric.  Its focus was on the superior-
ity of the White as God’s chosen instrument to bring civilization.  Natu-
rally when tied to the government there is a sense of destiny, as ex-
pressed by Benton for example, that the United States is God’s provision 
for subduing and replenishing the earth in spite of the impact that such 
would have on ethnic groups.  At times even the genocide of native peo-
ples was viewed as divine blessing.41 

Theology and political ideology are powerful motivators for gov-
ernment intervention and justification.  However, when theology is con-
nected to a state there is little hope for sustained peace when the state 
seeks to exercise such theological views and impose them on its citi-
zenry.  Christian theology was never intended to be a state theology.  
There is no theological mandate to spread democracy or capitalism as a 
particular Christian ideal of civilization.  Instead the mandate has been to 
proclaim the peace of Christ (Eph 2:11-15).42 

This leads to the second lesson, ethnocentric fanaticism is detrimen-
tal to sustained peace.  Jefferson, as we saw, was as ethnocentric in his 
views of the White European as anyone has ever been.  Such ethnocen-
trism provoked government policies with little regard to their impact on 
the indigenous population.  While he seemed to hold out hope that the 
Native Americans would be enfolded into the United States, he also 
knew that this would mean the extinction of Native American culture.  In 
the same period, there was certainly a belief that Native Americans were 
somewhat less than human.  They were indeed thought of as savages 
who were “Satan’s associates in his intensifying war against Christian 
order.”43 

Christian theology is clearly ethnically diverse.  In fact, Jesus Christ 
himself came inclusively for all people (2 Cor 5:19).  His example of 
crossing racial barriers with the Romans and Samaritans is the model of 
Christian behavior today (John 3-5).  He did not impose a superior Jew-
ish ethnicity.  Instead, he broke that dividing wall that prohibited the in-
termingling of Jews with others (Ephesians 2).  Now in Christianity, as 
St. Paul articulated, there is no Jew or Greek, slave or free (Gal 3:28).  In 
other words, instead of the exclusive insistence that Christianity is the 
White man’s religion, ethnic barriers should no longer divide people for 
indeed Christianity is broad enough to include all ethnic groups. 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) might here serve as an example.  
His seven years of missionary service at Stockbridge, Massachusetts 
could be thought of as formative in his theological understanding of In-
dians specifically and other religions generally.44  Early in his thoughts 
about Native Americans, Edwards believed them to be “beasts.”  How-
ever, as he came to know many Indians during his mission to the Mahi-
cans he came to believe that the Indian people often exhibited a morality 
that was absent from Euro-Americans.  As an ethnically distinct group he 
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saw no reason for their exclusion from the hope of the gospel.  As Gerald 
McDermott noted,  

Edwards, in contrast, proclaimed to his Indian hearers, “We are 
no better than you in no Respect.”  His forefathers, he asserted, 
were once in spiritual darkness like the Indians, and were given 
light only by the kindness of God.  So the English too had been 
heathen once, and now had religious knowledge only because of 
God’s gratuitous favor.  Now it was the Indians’ turn to receive 
that same kindness and light.45  

The third lesson gleaned from U.S. relations to Native Americans is 
the significance of cultivating understanding when worldviews differ so 
dramatically.  A lack of cultural, religious and ethnic familiarity with the 
other produces tensions that, unless reduced, will result in social and 
geographic displacement of the other if not war itself.  Of particular im-
portance in U.S./Native American relations was the significance of the 
land.  Indian belief in land was well stated by Chief Standing Bear 
(1834-1908) of the Sioux, “The Indian, as well as all other creatures that 
were given birth and grew, were sustained by the common mother–earth.  
He was therefore kin to all living things and he gave to all creatures 
equal rights with himself.  Everything of earth was loved and rever-
enced.”46 Exploiting the land of its natural resources for self-
advancement was something foreign to the Native American.47 

Contrastingly, Euro-Americans believed it was their God-given 
right to subdue the land and manipulate it for their benefit.  It was this 
motivation that led Euro-Americans to Georgia for gold as it was the 
same motivation for the migration westward to the Black Hills.  Even 
today, as Michael Lawson pointed out, “the federal government persists 
in maintaining peremptory powers over tribal lands and continues to 
support White interests in decisions affecting native resources.”48  Hav-
ing such a worldview was not only ethnocentric, it was also environmen-
tally disastrous as unbridled exploitation has contributed to our current 
environmental crisis. 

While it is true that the Jews were called into a covenant relation-
ship with Yahweh that included the possession of land and displacement 
of people it is equally true that one of the conditions of possessing the 
land was to represent the Almighty and be a testimony to his faithfulness.  
They failed and lost the land.  For Christians, there was no such land 
covenant.  Christians, more so than others, should understand that the 
land, all land, is a part of God’s self-revelation and it declares his glory 
in some form (Ps 19:1-6; Rom 1:20).  It will at some point in the future 
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be redeemed as will all of God’s creation (Col 1:19-20).  It cannot be 
possessed by humans because it is already God’s.  As such, there is a 
stewardship that is entrusted to us that demands its care. 

God is no respecter of geo-political boundaries.  All land is part of 
his creation.  He allows people to arbitrarily divide his creation; how-
ever, this does not assume divine favor of such boundaries.  Though gov-
ernments are established and sustained by his sovereignty, this does not 
necessarily mean that such governments are just nor does it ensure that 
such governments will care for the indigenous people found within their 
boundaries.  Being so, sustainable peace can only be achieved when hu-
manity realizes its position before the creator of the land.  Only when we 
understand that we are stewards rather than possessors can we fathom the 
responsibility of assuring peaceful co-existence.  

Conclusion 

The Euro-American relationship with Native Americans is only one 
example of how an ethnic group attempted to dispossess others of their 
land and culture because of a flawed ideology and lack of worldview 
understanding.  This is not to suggest that the Native Americans are 
blameless.  Their attempt to retain the land as their own possession be-
trays their understanding that the land was endowed to them by the Great 
Spirit. 

It is true that the original European settlers of North America came 
for religious reasons, but it is equally true that commerce was a motivat-
ing factor as well.  By the time of the formation of the colonies into the 
United States of America, immigration was motivated by the desire to 
possess a piece of the American Dream rather than religious freedom per 
se.  The continuous expansion westward was not due to the desire to flee 
religious persecution (except for the case of the Mormons), but for the 
hope of land ownership and prosperity.  What resulted was a profound 
ignorance of other worldviews that instigated a cycle of war and death 
for nearly three hundred years. 

Unfortunately, wars will not cease.  U.S. actions in the 18-19th cen-
tury have provided and continue to provide ample justification for other 
nation-states to dispossess indigenous people of their rights to land.49  
Such justification without the desire to understand the worldviews of 
these people has led and will continue to lead to untold fighting and 
death.  If there is any hope it remains that the United States of America 
must acknowledge culpability in its treatment of native peoples and make 
restitution by re-appropriating land to Native Americans if for no other 
reason than to be an example to other nation-states.50  In this manner, 
perhaps there might be a chance to demonstrate what is certainly a part 
of a Christian worldview, “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted,  gra-
cious to each other just as God in Christ has been gracious to you” (Eph 
4:32 my translation). 
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At a time when the Five Nations of the Iroquois were at war, so the 
legend goes, the Great Spirit sent a Peacemaker in their midst.  He told 
them the following story and it is a good reminder for today: 

Once there was a boy named Rabbit Foot.  He was always look-
ing and listening.  He knew how to talk to the animals so the 
animals would talk to him. 

One day as he walked out in the woods he heard the sound of a 
great struggle coming from a clearing just over the hill.  So he 
climbed that hilltop to look down. 

What he saw surprised him.  There was a great snake coiled in a 
circle.  It had caught a huge frog and although the frog struggled 
the snake was slowly swallowing its legs. 

Rabbit Foot came closer and spoke to the frog.  “He has really 
got you, my friend.”  The frog looked up at Rabbit Foot.  
“Wa’he!  That is so,” the frog said. 

Rabbit Foot nodded, then said to the frog, “Do you see the 
snake’s tail there, just in front of your mouth?  Why not do to 
him what he’s doing to you?” 

Then the huge frog reached out and grabbed the snake’s tail.  He 
began to stuff it into his mouth as Rabbit Foot watched both of 
them. 

The snake swallowed more of the frog, the frog swallowed more 
of the snake and the circle got smaller and smaller until both of 
them swallowed one last time and just like that, they both were 
gone. 

They had eaten each other, the Peacemaker said.  And in much 
the same way, unless you give up war and learn to live together 
in peace that also will happen to you.51 
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