Native Americans, the Mainline Church, and
the Quest for Interracial Justice: Uncovering
the Hidden History

In the annals of American history, the relationship between Native
Americans and the mainline Christian church has been marked by both
profound challenges and remarkable resilience. From the early days of
European colonization, the church's role in shaping Native American lives
has been complex and often fraught with tension.
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This article explores the hidden history of Native Americans, the mainline
church, and the quest for interracial justice. Drawing upon extensive
research, we will shed light on the ways in which the church has both
contributed to and confronted racism, cultural assimilation, and the ongoing
struggle for indigenous rights.

Early Interactions and Christian Missions
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The arrival of European missionaries in North America had a profound
impact on Native American communities. While some missionaries sought
to spread the Christian faith through peaceful means, others employed
coercive tactics and forced conversions. The goal of many missionaries
was to "civilize" Native Americans, stripping them of their traditional
practices and customs in favor of European norms.

Christian missions often became agents of cultural assimilation, disrupting
indigenous social structures and undermining traditional beliefs. Mission
schools, in particular, were used as tools to separate Native children from
their families and indoctrinate them with Christian values. This process of
assimilation had a devastating impact on Native American culture and
identity.

Resistance and Resilience

Despite the challenges imposed by Christian missions, Native Americans
exhibited remarkable resistance and resilience. They adapted Christian
teachings to fit their own cultural beliefs and traditions, creating a unique
blend of Christianity that drew upon both indigenous spirituality and
European religious practices.

Native American leaders also played a pivotal role in the struggle for justice
and self-determination. They formed alliances with missionaries and other
supporters to challenge government policies that discriminated against
Native Americans. In the mid-19th century, the Indian Rights Movement
emerged, led by Native American activists who advocated for land rights,
self-governance, and the preservation of indigenous culture.

The Social Gospel Movement



In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Social Gospel Movement
arose within the mainline church. This movement espoused a belief that the
church had a responsibility to address social and economic injustice. Many
Social Gospel proponents became outspoken advocates for Native
American rights, challenging the racism and discrimination that prevailed at
the time.

Social Gospel activists worked alongside Native American leaders to
establish schools, hospitals, and other institutions that provided much-
needed services to Native communities. They also supported Native
American efforts to gain access to education, healthcare, and land
ownership.

The Civil Rights Era and Beyond

The Civil Rights Era of the 1950s and 1960s brought a renewed focus on
interracial justice. The mainline church played a significant role in the
movement, supporting civil rights demonstrations and advocating for
legislation that outlawed discrimination.

Native American activists continued to be at the forefront of the struggle for
justice. They worked to secure voting rights, end discrimination in housing
and employment, and reclaim their ancestral lands. The mainline church,
through its social action programs and support for Native American
organizations, stood alongside them in this fight.

Reconciliation and Healing

In recent decades, there has been a growing recognition of the need for
reconciliation between Native Americans and the mainline church.
Churches have issued formal apologies for their past actions and have



committed to building new relationships based on respect, understanding,
and mutual respect.

Efforts are underway to incorporate Native American perspectives into
church curricula and worship practices. Indigenous leaders are being
invited to speak in churches and participate in interfaith dialogue. There is
also a growing movement to support Native American sovereignty and self-
determination.

Lessons from the Past and Hope for the Future

The history of Native Americans, the mainline church, and the quest for
interracial justice is a complex and challenging one. It is a story of racism,
oppression, and assimilation, but it is also a story of resistance, resilience,
and the enduring power of hope.

The mainline church has played a multifaceted role in Native American
history, both as an agent of assimilation and a force for justice. It is
imperative to confront this past and to learn from its mistakes. By
acknowledging the harm that has been done and working to rectify it, the
church can help to build a more just and equitable future for all.

As we look to the future, there is much to be hopeful about. There is a
growing awareness of the importance of indigenous rights and self-
determination. The mainline church is increasingly committed to
reconciliation and healing. Together, we can work to create a society that
fully respects and values the unique contributions of Native Americans and
all indigenous peoples.



The untold story of Native Americans, the mainline church, and the quest
for interracial justice is an inspiring and challenging one. It is a story that
speaks to the human capacity for both great evil and great good. As we
grapple with the legacy of the past, let us draw upon the lessons we have
learned and work together to build a more just and equitable world for all.
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