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I thank Dean Shambaugh and Canon Pastor Prior for inviting me to preach today. Fifteen 

years ago, I preached a sermon at St. James’ Episcopal Church in Old Town titled 

“Remembrance, Recognition and Reconciliation: The Episcopal Church’s Call for Justice for 

Indigenous People.” I was invited to preach 15 years ago to offer the congregation of St. James’ 

some thoughts on how we as Christians and Episcopalians might approach Columbus Day. 

When I preached fifteen years ago I shared a considerable amount of Christendom’s 

history in the Western World and our own church’s history with the Original Peoples and 

Nations of this land. We can thank God that we were blessed by the power of the Holy Spirit that 

day to become inspired to take some action. We passed Resolution #2 at our annual convention 

in October 2007 calling on Queen Elizabeth and the Archbishop of Canterbury to renounce the 

Doctrine of Christian Discovery and Domination. With God’s guidance and strength, I connected 

with the people of the Diocese of Central New York where a number of my wife’s family live 

encouraging them to pass a resolution modeled on the Maine resolution. That resolution was 

submitted by the Rev. Jennifer Baskerville-Burrows who you may know is now the Bishop of the 

Episcopal Diocese of Indianapolis. She is the first black woman to be elected a diocesan bishop 

in the Episcopal Church. 

I worked on these resolutions with the intent there would be some institutional 

momentum as we approached the 76th General Convention in 2009 to have the entire Episcopal 

Church repudiate the Doctrine of Christian Discovery and Domination. With the help and pivotal 

contributions from people within and outside the Episcopal Church, especially the 

Lenape/Shawnee Scholar Steve Newcomb, the Episcopal Church passed Resolution D035 

“Repudiate the Doctrine of Discovery.” The first resolve states: 

Resolved, That the 76th General Convention repudiates and renounces the 

Doctrine of Discovery as fundamentally opposed to the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

and our understanding of the inherent rights that individuals and peoples have 

received from God, and that this declaration be proclaimed among our churches 

and shared with the United Nations and all the nations and peoples located within 

the Episcopal Church’s boundaries. This doctrine, which originated with Henry 

VII in 1496,  held that Christian sovereigns and their representative explorers 

could assert dominion and title over non-Christian lands with the full blessing and 

sanction of the Church,  It continues to be invoked, in only slightly modified 

form, in court cases and in the many destructive policies of governments and 

other institutions of the modern nation-state that lead to the colonizing 

dispossession of the lands of indigenous peoples and the disruption of their way 

of life;  
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 This action of the Episcopal Church inspired dozens of other faith groups to take similar 

action. It sparked a world-wide movement that continues to this day. 

 The question for us today and the rest of our lives is what do we do about “the many 

destructive policies of governments and other institutions of the modern nation-state that lead to 

the colonizing dispossession of the lands of indigenous peoples and the disruption of their way of 

life.” Though Indigenous Peoples acknowledge these acts by churches and other religious 

institutions as positive in the movement to end colonization and all of its destructive 

manifestations, they ask what are settler peoples going to do to change the policies and laws of 

our settler governments and institutions that threaten the very existence of Original Peoples. 

 

 I deliberately used the word atonement in the title of my sermon this morning to 

emphasize the need for us as Episcopalians and in our civic life as citizens to act on these words 

and declarations our church has adopted. Too often when we become aware of horrific acts 

perpetrated by our ancestors or others in our name today, we can feel shame or guilt. Acts of 

genocide and colonization are indisputably shameful things. But feeling shamed is not a 

constructive response especially if the negative feelings associated with such a feeling cause us 

to remain in some emotional state of self-flagellation disengaged from the world. 

 

 Likewise, I encourage all of us to struggle against guilt. Guilt has been so intertwined 

with our faith. We can delusionally believe having an intense feeling of guilt represents a 

penitential act on out part. Actually, it is more accurately thought of as a selfish or at least self-

centered act. I can recall a priest serving St. James’ exhorting us one Lenten season to give up 

guilt for Lent. This was a shocking thing for many of us parishioners to hear when we recall the 

Lenten seasons of our youth. Yet I think that priest was attempting to convey something I am 

attempting to impart to you this morning. To achieve the justice that our faith and Jesus called us 

to practice when he exhorted us “to love our neighbors as ourselves” we need to remain 

connected and in community with our neighbors, especially our Indigenous brothers and sisters, 

not in a state of shame and guilt. Because when we succumb to shame and guilt our relationships 

become broken including our relationship with God. 

 

 Instead of becoming fixated on feelings centered on the self we need atonement, 

reparation for a wrong or injury, to right or correct our settler relationship with the Original 

Peoples and Nations of this land. I remind you that reparation is an active word, the action of 

repairing something. Recognizing a wrong or that an injustice exists is essential. But atonement 

cannot be achieved until that injustice has been corrected. 

 

 This weekend two Wabanaki leaders have told us settlers exactly what we must do to 

achieve our collective atonement. On Friday online 

(https://bangordailynews.com/2021/10/08/opinion/contributors/without-self-government-

indigenous-peoples-day-does-not-honor-maines-wabanaki-tribes/) and in the print edition this 

weekend in the Bangor Daily News Chief Clarissa Sabattis of the Houlton Band of Maliseet 

Indians and Chief Kirk Francis of the Penobscot Indian Nation write in the opening paragraph of 

their op-ed: 

 

To celebrate Indigenous Peoples’ Day you first must appreciate and respect 

Indigenous people. You must understand the importance of the inherent 

https://bangordailynews.com/2021/10/08/opinion/contributors/without-self-government-indigenous-peoples-day-does-not-honor-maines-wabanaki-tribes/
https://bangordailynews.com/2021/10/08/opinion/contributors/without-self-government-indigenous-peoples-day-does-not-honor-maines-wabanaki-tribes/
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sovereignty that is the backbone of our heritage and culture. You must trust us to 

self-govern. The only true way to celebrate Indigenous people in Maine is to 

change the system that treats us differently than every other tribe in the country. 

 

 The words of the two chiefs have such imposing power and clarity. They remind me in 

their directness and relevance of Jesus’ Great Commandment. 
 

“ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 

your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: 

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two 

commandments.” (NRSV Matthew 22:36-40) 

 

 The Chiefs continue in the next paragraph of their op-ed, “Due to a 40-year-old 

settlement called the Maine Indian Claims Settlement Act, the Wabanaki tribes in Maine 

generally have more restrictions on our rights than the other 570 federally recognized tribes 

across the country.” To refresh people’s memories, the Passamaquoddy Tribe filed a lawsuit in 

1972 in short order joined by the Penobscot Nation to compel the United States to sue the State 

of Maine to reclaim 12.5 million acres of Wabanaki territory taken from the tribes. Many State of 

Maine officials and opinion leaders did not take the Passamaquoddy and Penobscot lawsuit 

seriously until Judge Edward Gignoux ruled on January 18, 1975 that the Nonintercourse Act did 

apply in Maine. This Federal Law declares the United States Government, not state governments, 

has the primary relationship with Indian Tribes and any treaties or land deals negotiated by states 

with Original Nations must be approved by Congress. Massachusetts and later the State of Maine 

had executed a number of treaties with the Passamaquoddy and Penobscots that included the 

ceding of land never approved by Congress. 

 

 After the Gignoux ruling, Maine governmental and other leaders realized the magnitude 

of the legal implications of Judge Gignoux’s decision. Negotiations ensued that led to the Maine 

Indian Claims Settlement Act. One of the primary objectives of the State of Maine in the 

negotiations was to not only settle the land claim but to also reassert its colonial, unjust control 

over the Tribes. The most unjust and colonial provision in the Maine Implementing Act, the part 

of the Maine Indian Claims Settlement passed by the State of Maine in April 1980 and which 

only has effect because it was ratified by the Federal Government, states: 

 

Except as otherwise provided in this Act, all Indians, Indian nations, and tribes 

and bands of Indians in the State and any lands or other natural resources owned 

by them, held in trust for them by the United States or by any other person or 

entity shall be subject to the laws of the State and to the civil and criminal 

jurisdiction of the courts of the State to the same extent as any other person or 

lands or other natural resources therein. (Title 30§6204) 

 

 This language reflects the Doctrine of Christian Discovery and Domination that our 

Church has condemned as antithetical to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Yet it has been in effect for 

41 years. 

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/96th-congress/house-bill/7919
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 LD 1626 is a bill before the Maine Legislature sponsored by Rep. Rachel Talbot Ross 

and co-sponsored by several other legislators including Senate President Troy Jackson and 

House Speaker Ryan Fecteau. It incorporates nearly all the recommendations of a task force 

created during the previous legislative session in response to determined diplomacy by the five 

Wabanaki Tribal Governments to address many of the egregious, colonial provisions of the 

Maine Implementing Act. Legislative consideration of LD 1626 will resume in January 2022. 

 

 I assume many gathered here today or participating via the livestream live in Portland. 

The Portland legislative delegation is generally very supportive of LD 1626. Rep. Talbot Ross 

and Rep. Ben Collings are two of the most supportive legislators of the Wabanaki among all 186 

Maine legislators. Nonetheless, the active involvement of each person listening to this sermon is 

urgently needed if we settlers want to achieve atonement with our Wabanaki brothers and sisters 

and heal the broken relationship between them and the State of Maine. 

 

 Don’t take the support of your state representative and state senator for LD 1626 for 

granted. Tell them you strongly support LD 1626 and want them to vote for the bill. If you don’t 

know how to do this, the Wabanaki Alliance (https://wabanakialliance.com) has an activist 

toolkit available to anyone with Internet access that has resources on how to effectively 

communicate with your legislator. I will explore working with Dean Shambaugh and Canon 

Pastor Prior on getting that information posted on the St. Luke’s website. 

 

 If achieving a more just relationship between settlers and the Wabanaki is something you 

feel the Holy Spirit is calling you to do, consider joining the Diocesan Committee on Indian 

Relations. This active and effective group would benefit from more representation from 

Cumberland County.  You can also participate in the Wabanaki Alliance Tribal Coalition that 

currently meets every Thursday at 1 pm via Zoom. 

 

 Each one of us must pray and open our hearts to understand how we can best achieve 

Jesus’ Great Commandment. I do believe we will never have true peace or live in a place of 

justice until the colonial control of Wabanaki Tribal Governments is ended. Let’s open our hearts 

and use the considerable gifts God has bestowed upon us to make that a reality in 2022. Amen. 

 

 

 


