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Repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery

By Robert Macy

In the summer of 2009, the Episcopal Church made national headlines after a landmark resolution was passed to
repudiate a 500-year-old concept of international law known as the Doctrine of Discovery. While many in the general
public have never heard of this iniquitous doctrine, it is being used to invalidate the claims of indigenous peoples in all
parts of the world to this day. In an effort to continue education on this topic, this past January the Indigenous
Peoples Network of Province VIII and members of the Indigenous Ministries of the Dioceses of Oregon, Olympia, and
Hawaii, held their third annual Wintertalk in Oregon.

For many indigenous cultures the concept of gathering in winter to talk and share stories is an important and sacred
tribal tradition and as a result the Episcopal Church has incorporated elements of these practices into their indigenous
ministries conference. At this year’s Wintertalk, hosted by the Confederated Tribes of the Grand Ronde Community of
Oregon and the Rev. Albert Krueger, First Nations missioner for the Diocese of Oregon, people from across the
western United States met to discuss the historical and legal principles that make up our modern understanding of the
Doctrine of Discovery, its implications for native and non-natives, and what role the church can play in reversing its
negative effects today.

Wintertalk’s official business began with an introduction from the Bishop Michael Hanley and was followed with the
construction of the Wintertalk altar. In building this year’s altar nearly forty attendees from Hawaii, Washington,
Oregon, Nevada, and Arizona contributed indigenous and symbolic offerings from their homes, families, and
communities to place upon the altar. As individuals approached the altar with their gifts, they also announced their
presence at the gathering, whether that was with an introduction, a memorial, or even a thanksgiving. Despite being
an Episcopal-sponsored event, the conference attracted a wide range of people from various religious backgrounds
such as Native American spiritualists, non-denominational Christians, and various agnostics and atheists.

Home News Of The Diocese Church & Diocesan Events Articles, Columns And Commentary The OECN

News And Event Submission

http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/news-of-the-diocese/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/news-of-the-diocese/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/news-of-the-diocese/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/?post_type=tribe_events&eventDisplay=month
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/?post_type=tribe_events&eventDisplay=month
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/download-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/download-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/download-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/the-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/the-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/the-oecn/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/news-and-event-submission/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/news-and-event-submission/


Repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery | OECN Online

http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/repudiating-the-doctrine-of-discovery/[4/11/2012 1:37:34 PM]

Once the altar was complete, the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde introduced themselves to Wintertalk attendees.
For the Grand Ronde people much of their identity and history has been shaped by the Doctrine of Discovery after
settlers began travelling west. There are five prominent tribes constituting the Grand Ronde: Umpqua, Molalla, Rogue
River, Kalapuya, and Chasta. These tribes historically ranged throughout the Willamette Valley, the Lower Columbia,
and points south of Eugene.

Beginning in the 1850s they were all forcibly relocated to the Grand Ronde Reservation, about 18 miles outside of
Lincoln City. In the process of their consolidation much of the cultures and languages were either changed or lost
altogether when they were combined on the reservation. While the tribe’s reservation began with over 60,000 acres, it
was continuously reduced by the U.S. government over the next hundred years. With the passing of the Western
Oregon Indian Termination Act in 1954, this community faced a devastating blow as they lost both their tribal
recognition and claim to the reservation. Without the reservation or their tribal identity, large portions of the
community would vacate the area, and those who stayed behind experienced new levels of poverty and hardship. The
tribe’s federally recognized status was restored on November 22, 1983, through the efforts of Grand Ronde tribal
members. The order for restoration was signed by President Ronald Reagan. Since that time the Grand Ronde tribe
has been working tirelessly to improve the lives of its people. They have acquired additional lands, created new
economic resources through their casino and resort, and have created many social welfare programs such as
education, health care, and housing for Tribal members.

The following day, Robert J. Miller, professor of law, Lewis & Clark Law School, Portland, began the discussion on the
Doctrine of Discovery by explaining its intrinsic relationship with Christianity. According to Miller, the roots of the
doctrine can be traced back to the 15th century, when papal bulls (charters) issued to Christian explorers, claimed the
newly “discovered” lands for God and for European monarchs. The intent behind these papal bulls was that through
conquest and colonization “pagan” people could be converted to Christianity and thus be brought into civilization.
Those that would not be converted would face God’s divine judgment, which was often mass genocide at the hands
of European settlers. According to many historians, Christianity would become the major moral justification for
colonizing the western hemisphere over the course of the next half millennium.

Hundreds of years later, the doctrine became entrenched in American law after the Supreme Court ruled (Johnson v.
M’Intosh, 1823) that the federal government held exclusive title to indigenous lands because, it argued, Native
Americans had lost “their rights to complete sovereignty, as independent nations” when the Christian Europeans
arrived in the west. In addition to losing their property rights, the court argued that this doctrine limited the sovereign
rights of all tribes. Tribes would no longer  be able to interact or trade on an international level, but instead have to
deal exclusively with the U. S. To this day, the U.S. still holds this claim over its indigenous tribes. Native American
tribes currently own 56 million acres of land in the lower 48 states, but they own it in trust with the U.S. The U.S. is
deemed to be the legal owner of the land, while the individual tribe is only the beneficiary. As a result these tribes
cannot sell, lease, and in many circumstances develop their land without permission from the U.S. government.

Today when we look back and examine how our nation treated indigenous communities it is readily apparent that this
was not God’s plan, but instead an affront to the teachings of Jesus Christ and our church. The thoughts and feelings
shared by attendees of this year’s discussions demonstrate that the deep traumas caused by the doctrine continue to
exist in communities not only in our province but throughout the world. By repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery the
Episcopal Church has taken the first steps in addressing its involvement with the injustices inflicted upon millions. As
we prepare for the next General Convention we should reflect on how the church can continue to include and support
indigenous peoples. While we are only just beginning our commitment to ending the doctrine, for the moment let us
celebrate the burgeoning relationships that were formed at Wintertalk.
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Upcoming Events

April 12, 2012 7:30 pm

World Premiere Concert - Crossing Over: A Musical Haggadah

Mittleman Jewish Community Center

Portland

April 13, 2012 7:00 pm

The Center for Spiritual Development Presents: Robert V. Taylor

Trinity Cathedral

Portland

April 14, 2012 9:30 am

Parenting with Love & Logic Classes

St. Gabriel the Archangel

Portland

April 15, 2012 9:00 am
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Earth Day Forum & Fair

Trinity Cathedral

Portland

April 15, 2012 2:00 pm

Melanie Downie Robinson and Friends

St. Stephen, Portland

Portland

April 15, 2012 2:00 pm

World Premiere Concert - Crossing Over: A Musical Haggadah

Mittleman Jewish Community Center

Portland

View All Events

The Diocesan Sites

Diocese of Oregon

News from the bishop

Academy for Formation & Mission

New Wine from the Vineyard

Follow us online

Meta

Log in

Entries RSS

Comments RSS

WordPress.org

Archives

Select Month

http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/event/earth-day-forum-fair/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/event/melanie-downie-robinson-and-friends/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/event/world-premiere-concert-crossing-over-a-musical-haggadah/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/events/month/
http://www.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.bishop.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.academy.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.newwine.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/
http://www.youtube.com/user/EpDioOregon
https://twitter.com/EpDioOregon/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Episcopal-Diocese-of-Oregon/178982215461067
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/wp-login.php
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/feed/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/feed/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/comments/feed/
http://www.oecn.episcopaldioceseoregon.org/comments/feed/
http://wordpress.org/

	episcopaldioceseoregon.org
	Repudiating the Doctrine of Discovery | OECN Online


	N0cmluZS1vZi1kaXNjb3ZlcnkvAA==: 
	form3: 
	author: 
	email: 
	url: 
	comment: 
	submit: 


	N0cmluZS1vZi1kaXNjb3ZlcnkvAA==: 
	archive-dropdown: []

	N0cmluZS1vZi1kaXNjb3ZlcnkvAA==: 
	form1: 
	s: 




