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    In November, most churches, schools and families in the U.S.  focus on 
Thanksgiving, especially the “first Thanksgiving” in Plymouth, Massachusetts 
in 1621. Unfortunately the portrayal of the nameless, faceless, generic “Indians” 
in many textbooks, paintings, plays and pageants is at best incomplete, if not 
inaccurate.
   The story is much deeper, richer, and more nuanced than most of us have 
been taught. The Indians at that first Thanksgiving, the Wampanoag, were more 
than guests invited to share the bounty of the Pilgrim’s first harvest. They had 
been essential to the survival of the colonists during the newcomers’ first year, 
according to some colonists’ accounts and a Thanksgiving publication of the 
National Museum of the American Indian, which celebrates its 10th anniversary 
this year. 
    The Wampanoag were a people 
with a sophisticated society who had 
occupied the region for thousands of 
years. They had their own government, 
religious beliefs and culture. For them, 
giving thanks was a part of daily 
life. They shared not only food, but 
their knowledge of crops, fishing and 
hunting with the Pilgrims.
   Like the Wampanoag, other Native 
American nations and communities 
across the continent have their own 
histories and cultures. November is 
Native American Heritage Month, a 
good time to learn more about native 
people, who were and continue to be an integral part of the American story. 
They are also part of the United Methodist story.
   One of John Wesley’s great hopes as a young pastor in the colonies was to 
preach the gospel to the Yamacraws, said Mark C. Shenise of the denomination’s 
Commission on Archives and History. Unfortunately, Wesley never had a serious 
chance to minister to the tribe before returning to England. 
   Other Methodists did carry out Wesley’s call to evangelize, and Native 
Americans were among the first to carry Methodism westward across the 
United States as they made their tragic death marches during the “Trails of 
Tears” and other historic Native removals. 
   Conversion to Christianity didn’t stop the plunder of Native American land 
and lives. In fact, a Methodist clergyman-turned-soldier, Col. John Chivington, 
ordered the calvary charge that slaughtered a peaceful village of Cheyenne 
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and Arapaho Indians in what became known as the Sand Creek Massacre. 
Nearly 650 United Methodists made a pilgrimage to the site during the 
Rocky Mountain Annual Conference last summer to join with descendants 
in honoring those whose lives were taken and to promote healing of historic 
wounds. The healing continues. Read more at mountainskyumc.org/sand-
creek-massacre-journey
   Last summer, the Rev. Randy Sweet, pastor of Hilltop UMC in Madison, PA, 
and his wife Jayne retraced the steps of his Cherokee ancestors on the Trail 
of Tears 175 years ago.  
   Unlike Jayne and Randy, the Cherokee People did not take the journey 
by choice.  It was the result of the Indian Removal Act signed into law by 
President Andrew Jackson.  “In history class, we learned of Manifest Destiny 
and the westward expansion and settlement of the United States.  Yet the 
bitter truth about removing families--men, women and children--from their 
homes and forcing them west is a forgotten piece of history,” Sweet said.  
   “Many Cherokees had adopted the White Man’s customs and their homes 
were every bit as nice as their neighbors,” he explained. “Without warning 
Cherokees were forced to leave everything they owned behind and were 
forced into stockades, holding pens, like animals and then forced to march 
almost 1000 miles across the United States to Oklahoma --then Indian 
Territory, not a state.”  One out of every four men, women and children died 
on the Trail of Tears.  The Cherokee People called it “the path where we 
cried.”
   The Sweets said they cried as they retraced the route. In many places, 
the trail is lost forever. In other places it is an overgrown hiking trail, long 
neglected and forgotten, much like this tragic piece of American history, the 
said. 
    Randy and Jayne went to AAA to get an itinerary starting in Cherokee, 
North Carolina and traveling to the first removal site at Ross Landing in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee through eight states to Tahlequah, Oklahoma.  They 
said they were shocked and saddened when the agent asked, “What is the 
Trail of Tears?”  The scenario was repeated over and over as they traveled. 
    In Oklahoma, the Sweets met Bill John Baker, Principle Chief of the 

Cherokee Nation, and Crosslin Smith, 
Cherokee Spiritual leader, as well as 
among many others.  As they talked 
with the people, Randy and Jayne said 
they realized that while most Americans 
consider history to be the past recorded 
in books, history for the Cherokee is alive 
and shaping the present.  As they put it:  
“There is no bitterness over the past, only 
hope for the future.” 

To learn more, visit the Smithsonian’s 
National Museum of the American 
Indiana at 
nmai.si.edu. 
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 For this very reason, you must make every effort to support your faith with goodness, and goodness 
with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with endurance, and endurance 
with godliness, and godliness with mutual affection, and mutual affection with love. For if these 
things are yours and are increasing among you, they keep you from being ineffective and unfruitful in 
the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. For anyone who lacks these things is short-sighted and blind, 
and is forgetful of the cleansing of past sins.  2 Peter 1:5-9 (NRSV)
 
   A few months ago our son Nick bought a car. Basically, it is a clunker and within a few 
weeks, the inevitable happened. Nick’s car started to fall apart. The back spoiler fell off in 
the middle of the road, the hatchback window splintered, and the engine started to burn 
oil. In an effort to get Nick a little farther down the road, he and I poured a can of STP 
Oil Additive in the engine.  Sometimes an old engine just needs a little boost so it can 
complete its journey.
    Now, I mean no disrespect to anyone, but there are some bodies in our churches, 
myself included, that have a lot of miles on them. Aging is no fun and none of us has any 
guarantees how long our engine is going to run.  
   The same could be said for our spiritual lives.  Many of us have claimed and used the 
name “Christian” for many years now.  Each of us can recall a day, often a specific one, 
when the light bulb came on, we accepted Christ as our Savior, and began a spiritual ride 
filled with grace and love. On this journey, there are times of challenge that test the depth 
of our faith. But, perhaps the greatest challenge to our spiritual journey is longevity: How 
do we keep our spiritual lives fresh and alive over time? How can we keep the fire for 
Christ burning within us when the engine gets old and starts burning a lot of spiritual oil?
    There are three roads we can take: 
1. I Can Do it On My Own Highway  On this road, we believe we can find and maintain 

our spiritual lives with our own efforts. We are always trying to “DO” something to 
get to heaven. But many cars have broken down on the side of this road. 

2. Let’s Just Enjoy the Ride Scenic Highway  Good-intentioned people on this road 
just want to ease on down the highway.  They love calling themselves Christian and 
assume that with the title comes plenty of gas and oil for the engine. All along this 
highway are cars that ran out of gas because they believed that God would fill their 
tank automatically.

3. The Straight and Narrow Path  On this highway there are clearly marked signs; the 
GPS is always in range, the rest stops are plentiful, and the filling stations always 
run a sale on additive – that extra boost that keeps you from burning too much oil. 
The writer of II Peter was trying to get across to the church that this is the highway 
we are to travel. And he prescribes some additives that help will us reach our 
destination. 

 
   Through faith, grace has been extended to us as a gift from God.  We are to add to what 
we have been given and cultivate what we have. 
    Everything in the life of a Christian goes back to faith. Peter says, Add to your Faith: 
Virture and Knowledge, Temperance, Patience, Godliness, Kindness and Charity.  
    Virtue – some call it courage -- so that you can have operative excellence.  A virtuous 
person is one who stands for what is right and does what is right.  
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    Knowledge  -- biblical, historical, theological and experiential knowledge is able to 
distinguish between good and evil.  To do this we need to open the owner’s manual and 
look for the right directions. 
   Temperance means self-control.  How do you respond when conditions change?  When 
confronted with a challenge, do you pray, listen, and reflect the image of Jesus or do you 
blow up, tell people what you think, and cause more harm than good?  The true test of 
how you drive your spiritual vehicle is not how you act, but how you re-act.  
    Patience is all about endurance, for the journey is long and hard and fraught with 
many challenges.  Be Patient.
    To be Godly is to have God with you at all times and to listen to God.
    As I drive, I have growing concern over drivers who seem to believe they own 
the highway.  They tailgate, flash their lights and cut in front of you.  Sadly, I have 
met a few of these drivers on the spiritual highway too. There seems be a spirit of 
entitlement in them and, for some reason, they believe they need to set the pace for 
everyone and that they have some inherent knowledge of God’s will that others lack. 
They completely fool themselves into thinking that their way is the only way.  
    We are to love one another with a sincere love, look out for one another, and add 
a spirit of love and charity for everyone else on the road, even if they don’t drive the 
same speed or dwell in the same lane.
    When that happens, kindness turns into charity -- deep sacrificial love, without 
any expectation of anything in return.  This love sees people stranded and, without 
hesitation, stops and provides a helping hand. This love sees the need of saint and 
sinner alike and is so deep that lives are blessed by the Christ that dwells within.
   The journey is not easy.  Our spiritual lives get numb and we lose our cutting edge 
and passion so very easily.  Yet, on this straight and narrow highway, our Lord offers 
us a divine lube job, one that includes an additive that will enable you to do, as the 
writer of Ephesians states, exceedingly, abundantly more than you could ever dream 
of or imagine.
   The Journey Continues, ...
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   The United Methodist Church 
encourages a ministry of repentance 
and reconciliation with Native 
American and other indigenous 
people as part of an effort to build a 
church of integrity and inclusiveness 
for all people.
   The church’s 2012 General 
Conference, its highest legislative 
body, engaged in a formal Act of 
Repentance Service for the Healing 
of Relationships with Indigenous 
Persons.
   A General Conference resolution 
mandated an ongoing process to improve relations with indigenous persons through 
dialogue, study, and local or regional acts of repentance. Responsibility for this work 
went to the Council of Bishops which invited the General Board of Global Ministries 
to work together on a two-year plan to implement the mandate. 
    Last November, during their annual meeting, the Council of Bishops spent time 
in Cherokee, NC to mark the start of the 175th anniversary of the Trail of Tears. This 
month they will gather in Oklahoma at the end of the Trail of Tears. 

United Methodist Act of Repentance


