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The faith of Native American Catholics

‘We were the first ones’
https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/we-were-the-first-ones-the-faith
Joe Slama, October 5, 2021
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Members of the Pueblo of Laguna provide music for the feast of St. Kateri in Gallup.

The U.S. bishops’ conference approved in June a plan to draft a comprehensive vision statement on Native American and Alaskan Native Catholic ministry. 
The statement will be produced by the conference subcommittee on Native American affairs. 

While there are more than 700,000 Native American Catholics in the United States, their communities are mostly unfamiliar to other Catholics.
What do Native American Catholic communities really look like? And what do Native American Catholic leaders think “Native American ministry” should actually entail?

The Pillar wanted to find out. In a three-part series, The Pillar looks at the past, present, and future of Native American Catholics, and asks what they hope to see in a plan for Native American ministry. 

History, and historical wounds
The Catholic story among Native Americans is long, complicated, and difficult. It attests to a deep faith on the part of a people who are not often discussed — or even seen — in many parts of the U.S. Church. 

In 1798, the Diocese of Baltimore became the first Catholic diocese established in the United States. But the Catholic faith in what is now the U.S. is much older — hundreds of years older — than the Diocese of Baltimore.

Long before a nation spanning sea to shining sea was ever conceived, the Gospel was being proclaimed by missionaries to Native Americans in the areas that are now South Carolina, Florida, and New Mexico. 

The Diocese of Gallup claims the spot in the continental United States where native peoples and Christian European missionaries first made contact. In 1539, Franciscans led by Fray Marcos de Niza met the people of Zuni Pueblo where Gallup now sits. 

Gallup today is known as the “Indian Capital of the World.” Approximately half the town is Native American, and the diocese has the highest percentage of Native American Catholics in the country. 

Across the country, Florida boasts the first mission sites within the present bounds of the United States, beginning with St. Augustine in Florida in 1565. Over a century and a half later, St. Junípero Serra would traverse California, founding that state’s famous missions.

Who were the parishioners at those first parish churches of America? Native Americans.

“One of the things that’s frustrating to me as a Native Catholic is how little people realize what an important part of Church history in the Americas Native people play,” said Patrick Mason, Supreme Secretary of the Knights of Columbus and a member of the Osage Nation. 

Mason is originally from Gallup and now lives on the East Coast. 
“Where I grew up, the Native peoples have been Catholic, some of them going on 400 years,” he said.

“This is a story of old and lasting faith.” 

But the story of that old and lasting faith includes wounds, and frustrations. The relationship between ministers of the Church and Native peoples has not always been an easygoing peace.

Today, the tension is perhaps best exemplified by revelations about the Church’s role in administering government-funded residential schools in the United States and Canada. 

In recent months, the presence of now-unmarked graves at some residential schools has been confirmed by radar detection methods. That confirmation has brought into public discussion the systemic and personal injustice of the residential school system, and the long-lasting effect on some Native American families.

Some leaders have called for a more explicit apology from Church authorities than has been given in the past, and the bishops of Canada issued an apology statement last month. 

Despite apologies, “there are Natives who are still hurting out there, who would like to be acknowledged,” Victoria Begay, a woman from the Navajo Nation, and a board member of the Southwest Indian Foundation, told The Pillar. 

“It’s very delicate these days because of what happened in Canada.”

Chief Anthony Morales of the Gabrielino/Tongva Indian Tribe in Los Angeles, California told The Pillar that injustices and abuses committed against Native Americans are “something that we have known all along, passed to us by our elders, our ancestors, all of history,” said. 
“We just feel that, finally, it got attention… It’s nothing new to us,” he added. 

Morales mentioned abuses proliferated against native peoples in his home of California under the control of three countries — Spain, Mexico, and the United States.

But Morales also mentioned the unique place Native Americans have played in the Church’s history.

“The founding of Christianity here in America was because of us Native Americans. We were the first ones.”

Morales recognized the complexity of the history, and that it’s told with competing accounts in contemporary America.

“However you want to define it: ‘introduce,’ ‘forced upon,’ — we were the first ones,” he said. “Christianity, Catholicism, is today in the United States because of how it started, however bad that chapter in history was.”

By the numbers
There are 574 federally recognized Native American tribes, and others groups which do not yet have federal recognition — a situation which can cause real difficulties for the people who live in them. 

A plan for “Native American ministry” will have to address the fact that native cultures and people in America are a broadly diverse group, with markedly different experiences and circumstances. 

Bishop James Conley of Lincoln, who is of Wea descent, is one of few bishops with Native American ancestry. Conley said that diverse Native American cultures have taken up and expressed the Catholic faith in different ways.

“God reveals the truth to us, of course, in the fullness of the Catholic faith,” Conley said. “And that can be complementary to other expressions of culture.”

In common among many Native American communities today is pervasive poverty. Across America, reservations experience high levels of poverty, and many homes lack running water and other essentials. Communities, often isolated, find that healthy food is expensive, and that educational opportunities are often limited.

But — to the surprise of many Catholics — only 40% of Native Americans actually live on reservations. Many others have moved to cities. That move comes with its own set of complications for Native American people, and a completely different context for Native American ministry. 

Wherever Native Americans live, they find some Catholics surprised to discover that there are Native Americans who practice the Catholic faith. This is probably because fewer than one percent of American Catholics are Native Americans or Alaskan Natives.

Georgetown’s Center for the Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) estimates that in 2015, there were 708,230 Native American or Alaska Native Catholics, out of more than 80 million American Catholics overall.

In a 2019 report, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops identified that 101 parishes serve predominately Native American Catholics. Only seven U.S. dioceses report that Native Americans constitute more than 5% of their Catholic population; most report that Native Americans are less than 1% of their Catholic population.

But while Native Americans are a small percentage of the Catholic Church in America, the presence of the Catholic Church within Native American communities is significant. In 2019, nearly 20% of Native Americans were estimated to be Catholic. 

A 2014 CARA study found that in some ways, Native American Catholic communities resemble most American Catholic parishes: about 60% of registered parishioners are women, Native American Catholics are as likely to be confirmed and have received their first communion as most other Catholics. Most Native American Catholics say their Catholic life mostly involves attending Mass, about a third are involved in ministries at their parish.
Native American Catholics are, like most Catholic communities, struggling with institutional disaffiliation among young people. They are among the least likely to register their children in Catholic schools, have high rates of non-marital cohabitation, high rates of suicide, and among the highest poverty rates in the country.

Those challenges all factor into parish life and ministry in Native American communities.

The U.S. bishops’ said in 2019 that “the vibrancy of Native American ministry hinges on the need for transformation, evangelization, and cultural competency.” The bishops called for the evangelization of Native young people and families as an important priority for the Church.

But how will that happen? What’s needed?
The USCCB said in 2019 that “The most important attitude in working with Native American communities is having an attitude of respect. The Holy Spirit has been working in Native American Communities since the beginning of time, and certainly before Columbus and other settlers arrived in this land.”

“Evangelization must be a two-way process. Missionary disciples need to be ready to find a deeper relationship with Christ by developing relationships with the people they encounter. An attitude of encounter is the first stage that leads to incorporation into the Church,” the USCCB added.

Respect comes from understanding the stories, and history, and perspectives of others.

‘We’re double blessed’
https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/were-double-blessed-the-faith-of
Joe Slama, October 5, 2021
The U.S. bishops’ conference approved in June the drafting process for a comprehensive vision statement on Native American and Alaska Native Catholic ministry. 

The statement will be produced by the conference subcommittee on Native American affairs. 
But what does the Catholic Church in America’s Native communities really look like? What are the strengths and struggles within Native faith communities? What do Native American Catholic leaders think “Native American ministry” should actually entail?

The Pillar wanted to find out. And we learned a lot. This is part two of a three-part series looking at the past, present, and future of Native American Catholics, and what they hope to see in a plan for Native American ministry. Part one can be found here.

Traditional practices meet Catholic faith
Native American Catholics who spoke to The Pillar made frequent reference to lives enriched by living in two traditions: that of their Native heritage, and that of the Catholic faith. 

“It’s a double blessing. We’re double-blessed,” said Michelle Ray, a catechist who lives on the Laguna Pueblo reservation. “Because we have our traditional side, and then we have the Christian, Catholic side.” 

She described a year full of preparations for celebrations — some Catholic feasts such as the solemnities of local parishes (still observed by their dates on the calendar of the usus antiquior, though the villages celebrate the Ordinary Form of the Mass) or St. Kateri, as well as a calendar populated by traditional Laguna tribal observances. It makes for a lot of work, she said.

“They parallel each other, but they’re not mixed with each other,” said Fr. Christopher Kerstiens, OFM, who is a priest at St. Joseph parish in the Laguna Pueblo in New Mexico.

“They emphasize that the best values of both are identical.”

The parallel was on display at Mass for the feast of St. Kateri Tekakwitha, a patron of the diocese and the only canonized Native American, in the Sacred Heart Cathedral in Gallup on July 14. Parishioners from the Laguna Pueblo tribe each year provide music for the Mass. The liturgy was very clearly Roman — yet also distinctly Laguna.

The entrance antiphon gave way to joyful drumming and chanting the Our Father in Keresan, the Pueblo people’s language. The celebrant, Bishop James Wall of Gallup, wore vestments made by the Navajo people, which depicted Kateri on the chasuble. In a normal year, Native dances would have featured in the liturgy, but the 2021 celebration was notably toned down due to ongoing COVID-19 concerns. 

“The greatest thing for me is that we get to pray both ways,” said Marlinda Riley, who is half-Laguna and half-Hopi, referring to the balance of Native and Catholic practice. “And the third way is with our music...We say our Native prayers, our English prayers with the Mass, and then we sing with our drums.” Riley helped organize the Laguna musicians for St. Kateri’s day.

A Mohawk woman born in 1676 in what is now upstate New York, St. Kateri Tekakwitha converted to the faith at 19 and moved to live on a Jesuit mission in Canada to escape persecution and pressure by her family to marry. She died at 24. 

Devotion to St. Kateri is “something big,” Riley said, “because we’ve been here years, and we finally got someone recognized, and honored.” St. Kateri was canonized in 2012 by Pope Benedict XVI. The Gallup diocese is currently building a shrine in her honor.

While Kateri is beloved as the only Native American saint so far, there is hope for a second to be raised to the altars. The Diocese of Rapid City, South Dakota has a Catholic population which is 27% Native. This is due in no small part to the work started by Servant of God Nicholas Black Elk, whose cause was opened in 2017.
Black Elk was a member of the Oglala tribe and a medicine man and convert to the faith, who as a catechist worked to bring over 400 Lakota people into the Church. He died in 1950, and his cause was opened in the diocese in 2017. The positio for his cause, a biography accompanied by documentation attesting to his sanctity, was recently submitted to Rome.

“We’re really encouraged by that,” said Germaine Little Bear, director of Native Ministry for the Diocese of Rapid City, and also a member of the Oglala Lakota Nation.

Little Bear explained that modes of worship with traditional practices infused in them are a common feature of Native Catholicism. 
The Diocese of Rapid City holds a biannual retreat designed specifically for Native Catholics. The weekend is called Canku Wakan (Lakota for “Holy Road”) and is hosted at the Sioux Spiritual Center in the diocese. 

“It’s putting together the Lakota way with the Catholic Church,” Little Bear told The Pillar. The weekend-long retreat is based on the model of the Cursillo apostolic movement. It features talks as well as Native practices of a sweat lodge Inipi ceremony, sacred pipe, and sage blessings. 

Sage is a common Lakota element in Native Masses and ministry in the Rapid City area and is used in a practice known as “smudging,” explained Little Bear. 

“It’s like incense. They use sage and an eagle feather,” Little Bear said. “Through the smoke from the sage they incense everybody, and you pull the smoke over your head and over your body to help you be purified.” 

Paul Pino, who lives in Encinal on the Laguna Pueblo reservation and has worked on the reservation’s Tribal Historic Preservation Program, described much of the Native way as overlapping with Christian belief. 

“Catholicism and our traditional beliefs go hand-in-hand,” he told The Pillar. It is “the same as what Christianity asks us to do, to care for one another and be kind to one another, and be a community. I think that’s something a lot of us still live.”

Young people, language, and passing on a culture
Preserving the two-fold way, however, is a pressing matter. 

The Catholic Church worldwide faces a kind of crisis around young people. A synod of bishops met in Rome in 2018 to address the topic, and the growing number of “Nones” - those who mark no religious affiliation in polling - have become a demographic commonly discussed in the Church. 

But the nuances of this issue are even more complicated for Native American cultures. There’s a double risk for Native Catholics who desire to pass on both the faith and their Native culture. 

“Our grandparents, great-grandparents, were all taught the same way,” said Ray. “They were a lot more tight-knit than we are now. Of course, they didn’t have all the technology, they weren’t as mobile as we are now. Everybody was within the community. They all learned the same way, they were all taught the same way. As they had kids, and as those kids had kids, everybody became more mobile. People moved away. So, there wasn’t that passing on of those traditions as evenly as there was when everybody was still here.”

“I’m the only one here with my mom, and I’m the only one that goes to church with her every Sunday,” she continued.

A poignant example of this phenomenon is the status of indigenous languages in the United States. Cultures are largely transmitted by language and within language groups, so if a language is not passed on to a new generation, the texture of a culture can disappear.

“There’s a lot of folks who perceive linguistics, their language, to be of utmost importance,” said Fr. Charles McCarthy, OFM, pastor of St. Joseph’s in Laguna. “Language is more than vocabulary and words and grammar. It’s also a manner of expressing life and lifestyles.”

Ethnologue, an academic project to preserve and revitalize endangered languages across the globe, records 225 living languages - that is, languages still learned by speakers from birth - in the United States. Of these, 164 are classified as “dying,” and 42 more as “in trouble.” That is the vast majority of the country’s linguistic heritage. One estimate says that at least 65 of the country’s Native Americans languages are extinct. That’s conservative: others place it at well over 100. 

Native language revival efforts exist across the country, and often depend on interest from the local community, mainly younger members of a nation who want to preserve the linguistic heritage. Experts in linguistics and second language acquisition may or may not be involved. But this is dependent on local interest, which is not guaranteed.

In Laguna, elder Edwin Riley estimates that the only fluent and native speakers of Keresan left are over 70, of whom he is one. There is an effort on the reservation to preserve and pass on the language. 
“It’s good that they’re teaching them at the school now,” he said. “It was recommended not long ago that the language be taught, so the young kids are starting to learn it. Sometimes I get asked to go up there to sing or to tell a story, or something like that, in our native tongue.”

“Most of my brothers and sisters understand our native tongue. But it’s our children that understand it but can’t speak it.”

Efforts to maintain all facets of Native culture are gaining some steam in recent years, though. 

“There’s more awareness in the last few years of things that we’re losing,” said Ray. “Whether it’s customs and traditions, whether it’s the language. So now there’s more of an awareness on our younger part of what we need to focus on, what we need to start learning.”

“[The pandemic] kind of highlighted this during COVID: we’re losing those elders. We’re losing the ones who are going to teach. And if we get to the point where ‘OK, well now I’m ready to learn,’ who’s there to teach? Whoever’s left is going to teach shortcuts that they learned, not the traditional way that it was done 50, 60 years ago.”

It is within this complex set of circumstances that the U.S. bishops’ Subcommittee on Native American Affairs has been tasked with reimagining ministry to and with Native peoples. That task will involve consulting with Native Catholic leaders, scholars, and organizations around the country.

What does the Native Catholic community hope to see in this reimagined ministry? The Pillar will explore that question in part three of the series.

‘To have a voice in the Church’ 
https://www.pillarcatholic.com/p/to-have-a-voice-in-the-church-a-look
Joe Slama, October 6, 2021
As the U.S. bishops’ subcommittee on Native American affairs takes up the task of drafting a comprehensive vision statement on native ministry, it will need to address the complex reality of native Catholic life.

The Native peoples in the United States are far from monolithic. They are a diverse group of communities, with complex stories and connections to the Church.
Native American Catholics communities exhibit a vibrant faith, interwoven with traditional Native practices, but many leaders say they are concerned about the challenges of passing their faith to a younger generation.

With the U.S. bishops preparing to develop a new outline on the idea of Native American Catholic ministry, The Pillar wanted to know what the Catholic Church in America’s Native communities really looks like: What are the strengths and struggles within Native faith communities? What do Native American Catholic leaders think “Native American ministry” should actually entail?

We learned a lot. In this three-part series, we look at the past, present, and future of Native American Catholics, and ask what they hope to see in a plan for Native American ministry. Part 1 of the series looks at the history and demographics of native Catholics in the United States. Part 2 takes a look at the faith traditions in some native Catholic communities. 

In Part 3, we’ll ask what Catholic Native Americans say they hope to see from the Catholic Church.

‘A voice in the Church’
Bishop James Wall of Gallup is chairman of the USCCB subcommittee charged with drafting a new document on Native Catholic ministry.

He said the project began with listening.

“In 2019, we had a listening session with Native American leaders,” Wall told The Pillar.

“The first thing I heard was that they feel forgotten. And these are the first people to receive the Good News in the New World.”

“We want in this plan to establish a good framework, in order to minister to and amongst Native American peoples, so that they know that their voice is heard within the Catholic Church,” Wall said. 

“They are [called] by virtue of their baptism to fully live out their faith, to have a voice in the Church,” the bishop added.

The idea of “a voice in the Church” is mentioned often in discussions about Native Catholic ministry. And what do leaders want to say? That depends which ones you ask.

Marlinda Riley, who is of both Laguna and Hopi ancestry, organizes liturgical music in the Gallup diocese. She told The Pillar she wants to urge bishops toward “acceptance of both ways, of our traditional ways.”

“With the drums, our cornmeal [a traditional native Catholic sacramental], and just who we are. And although [in] our Gallup diocese, Bishop Wall has been very accepting of our both ways with us, I know there are other places that are not.”

Bishop Edward Clark, an auxiliary in Los Angeles, said Native American symbolism and ritual can be drawn into traditional Christian practices.

“When we’re talking about Native rituals, we’re not necessarily talking about things that are hostile to Christianity, we actually are talking about things that can very well be blended with Christianity,” said Clark, who has ministered to Native families in his urban diocese. 

“They want to be respected. They want people to respect their history, their culture, and their religious rites,” Clark explained. But that respect runs two ways: “They don’t like to be put on display.”

“Once in a while, a parish will have a Mass or will celebrate maybe Juan Diego or Kateri Tekakwitha, and will invite the Indians to come. Well, they just really want them on display. And the Indians don’t want that. ‘We don’t want to be invited for our feathers and our leathers,’ is how they sometimes put it.”

“Sometimes parishes are not very accommodating to them,” Clark continued. “For example, with burials, the Indians have certain traditions. They’re not in any way opposed to Christian traditions, they can be easily incorporated, but the priest won’t allow that… They [need] a place in the Church in which their identity can be recognized. We need to awaken our own people to that, and to become more understanding and accepting.”

Other Native leaders mentioned the importance of encouraging Native American Catholic vocations.
“We have a high Native American population,” said Germaine Little Bear, director of Native Ministry for the Diocese of Rapid City, and a member of the Oglala Lakota Nation.

“You don’t have to choose whether you should do the traditional way or the Catholic way. You should do both. We have one God, and we just pray. We have a lot of similarities, and I think it’s really important to have [Native] deacons as an example to people how you can do both.” 

In some areas, the idea of native clergy is a luxury, as clergy shortages mean that priests of any background are desperately needed to provide sacramental ministry.

“The primary need would be the need for priests,” said Paul Pino, who lives in Encinal on the Laguna Pueblo reservation and has worked on the reservation’s Tribal Historic Preservation Program. “We’ve had the Franciscan friars here [in New Mexico] for centuries, and their numbers are dwindling.”

Not long ago, the Gallup diocese was almost entirely served by Franciscans. While many still serve in the area, diocesan priests are assuming more and more ministerial roles.

“A priest is a spiritual father,” Bishop Wall told The Pillar, “and it’s difficult not to have your father at home all the time, and to have him on the road.

“I would say that’s our greatest need, because without the priest, you don’t have the Eucharist.”

‘You can’t undo the pain’
Some Native leaders mentioned the recent confirmation of now-unmarked graves at Native residential schools.

In recent months, the presence of unmarked graves at some government-funded residential schools in the United States and Canada has been confirmed by radar detection methods. Most of the schools were administered by Catholic, Anglican, and other religious groups. That confirmation has brought into public discussion the systemic and personal injustice of the residential school system, and the long-lasting effect on some Native American families. 

“I think it would be nice to have the bishops acknowledge that,” said Victoria Begay, a woman from the Navajo Nation, and a board member of the Southwest Indian Foundation, “and continue to say a prayer for those who have gone through that environment, plus at the same time those who were lost.”

“You can’t undo the pain,” said Bishop James Conley of Lincoln, who is of Wea descent. But apologizing for the past is an important step toward healing, he added.

“It’s hard to apologize for something that you didn’t do in real time,” Conley told The Pillar.

“But as an institution, that can be healing, because we represent an institution… we’re not responsible for those people’s actions [in the past], everyone’s responsible for their own actions, but the institution, if it had anything to do with condoning it or supporting it, we can apologize for that, and that can help to heal — finding the truth, and acknowledging it, and not denying it.”

“Yes, the Church was involved in this. And this was wrong. This should never have happened.”

For his part, Wall told The Pillar that the scandal of the Church’s complicity with abuses at residential schools was a major topic of conversation at the 2019 listening sessions he held.

“First and foremost, everything has to be brought into the light,” Wall said. “You can’t just sweep it under the rug and hope that time will heal it. I think everything has to be brought into the light. We learned that with the sex abuse crisis too, that you can’t just say, ‘Ok well, get over it.’ That’s not the way of our Lord.”

“We also have to allow people to give voice to what’s hurt them,” the bishop said.

‘On fire for the Lord’
Some Native leaders told The Pillar that Church leaders should ask what they can learn from Native Catholic communities.

Bishop Wall agreed.

The faith of Native people is “really strong, really committed. It’s super inspiring,” Wall said.

The bishop described one woman from the Navajo Nation who, each year at the Easter Vigil, has brought a new person or family to be received into the Church.

“You see that all over the place on the different reservations, whether it’s at Laguna or Acoma or Zuni. When you meet somebody who’s on fire for the Lord, they really are on fire for the Lord.”

“I would say also there’s a really strong contemplative spirit among the Native Americans,” Wall continued. “That’s a real gift that they bring to the Church. That doesn’t necessarily mean really quiet or passive, but just to be able to contemplate the Lord’s presence in their life and that reliance that they have upon the Lord.”

“One of the things they’re able to see is the worship of the Creator, and they’re able to see God’s creative hand in everything. That’s one of the things that we can really learn from them, and I think a lot of that ties in with a real appreciation and care for the environment.”

“God doesn’t call us to dominate things, he entrusts them to our care. Among the Native American peoples, we’re able to see that,” Wall said.

Patrick Mason, Supreme Secretary of the Knights of Columbus, who is a member of the Osage Nation, told The Pillar that his community’s openness to the supernatural makes doctrine immediate and tangible.  

“You tell any of them, ‘look, God became one of us and he transforms this bread and wine into his Body and Blood and we’re united with him perfectly,’ and they’re like, ‘huh, that totally makes sense with how I understand the world.’”

“That deep sentiment is within so many Native Catholics,” Mason said. He added that Native American Catholics can witness to the whole Church what it means to be open to the spiritual life.

“I think that’s a sentiment we can teach non-Natives,” he explained. “The modern world has lost that internal connection to the spiritual.”

“We recognize the connection to the spiritual world, and that’s why so many of us are Catholic.”

