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The phrase "rescuing the gospel from the cowboys" might seem jarring, even offensive.
Yet, for many Native American communities, it encapsulates a profound struggle:
reclaiming a spiritual path authentic to their indigenous traditions while grappling with the
often-violent and culturally destructive legacy of Christian missionaries and westward
expansion. This article explores this reclamation, examining how Native Americans are
rediscovering and reinterpreting the teachings of Jesus through a lens shaped by their
ancestral wisdom and experiences, ultimately forging a unique and powerful expression of
the Jesus Way. This involves exploring themes of indigenous spirituality, decolonizing
Christianity, Native American theology, and the ongoing quest for spiritual self-
determination.

The Historical Context: A Legacy of Trauma
The arrival of European colonizers brought with it not only physical violence and
displacement but also a forceful imposition of Christianity. Missionaries, often motivated by
a desire to "civilize" Indigenous peoples, frequently suppressed native spiritual practices,
viewing them as pagan and demonic. The resulting trauma continues to reverberate
through generations, leaving deep wounds in the cultural and spiritual fabric of many
tribes. The "cowboys" in this metaphor represent not only the physical frontiersmen but
also the colonial mentality that sought to erase indigenous cultures and replace them with
a Westernized version of Christianity. This often involved stripping away traditional values,
practices, and interpretations of spirituality. The forced conversion often resulted in a
distorted and culturally inappropriate expression of faith, far removed from the message of
love and compassion at the heart of Jesus' teachings.

### The Seeds of Resistance

Despite the immense pressures, many Native Americans resisted assimilation, preserving
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aspects of their traditional beliefs and practices. They often subtly incorporated elements
of Christianity into existing spiritual frameworks, creating syncretic religious expressions
that blended indigenous and Christian elements. This resilience, this refusal to completely
abandon their ancestral heritage, forms the foundation for the modern movement to
reclaim and reinterpret the gospel.

Reclaiming the Gospel: A Native Perspective
"Rescuing the gospel" in this context isn't about rejecting Christianity altogether. Instead,
it's about liberating it from the distortions and impositions of colonialism. It’s about
reclaiming the core message of Jesus – love, compassion, justice, and community – and re-
interpreting it through the lens of Native American worldviews and values. This often
involves examining the scriptures through a decolonized lens, seeking to understand the
narratives and teachings in a way that respects and affirms indigenous knowledge
systems.

### Indigenous Spirituality and the Jesus Way

For many Native Americans, the process of reclaiming the gospel has involved a deeper
engagement with their own indigenous spirituality. This means recognizing the inherent
sacredness of nature, respecting the wisdom of elders, and valuing community above
individual gain. These values, often reflected in traditional ceremonies and practices, are
viewed as deeply compatible with the teachings of Jesus, even if they are expressed in
dramatically different forms. The emphasis on interconnectedness found in many Native
American belief systems finds a powerful resonance in the teachings of Jesus about loving
one's neighbor.

### Decolonizing Christianity: A Critical Process

The process of decolonizing Christianity involves a critical examination of its historical role
in the oppression of Indigenous peoples. It requires acknowledging the harm caused by
past missionary practices and actively working to dismantle the structures of power that
perpetuate injustice. This is not simply about rejecting the faith itself; instead, it's about
transforming it from an instrument of colonialism into a tool for liberation and healing.

Native American Theology: Emerging Voices
A vibrant and growing body of Native American theology is emerging, offering unique
interpretations of Christian teachings that are grounded in indigenous experiences and
perspectives. Scholars and theologians from various tribes are engaging in insightful
discussions about the intersection of faith and culture, offering fresh perspectives on
issues like justice, creation care, and spiritual leadership. These voices are essential in
shaping a more inclusive and authentic expression of Christianity. This involves re-
examining biblical narratives from a Native American perspective, often highlighting
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themes of resilience, interconnectedness, and resistance to oppression.

The Future of Faith: Spiritual Self-Determination
The movement to rescue the gospel from the cowboys is ultimately about spiritual self-
determination. It's about reclaiming the power to define and express one's faith in a way
that is authentic, meaningful, and empowering. This process involves creating spaces for
indigenous voices to be heard, supporting the development of indigenous theological
perspectives, and advocating for justice and equity within the Christian community.

Conclusion: A Journey of Reconciliation
Rescuing the gospel from the cowboys is a complex and ongoing process. It requires
courage, resilience, and a willingness to engage in difficult conversations about history,
faith, and identity. But the result – a vibrant and authentic expression of the Jesus Way
that is rooted in Native American cultures and traditions – is a powerful testament to the
enduring spirit of Indigenous peoples and their unwavering commitment to faith and
justice.

FAQ
Q1: What does "rescuing the gospel from the cowboys" actually mean?

A1: It's a metaphor that describes the process of reclaiming Christianity from the
distortions and impositions of colonialism. It signifies stripping away the colonial overlay
and reinterpreting the gospel through an indigenous lens, reflecting the values and beliefs
of Native American cultures.

Q2: Is this movement about rejecting Christianity?

A2: No, it's not about rejecting Christianity but about reclaiming and re-interpreting it.
Many Native Americans find deep meaning and resonance within the core teachings of
Jesus, but they seek to express that faith in a way that is authentic to their own cultural
context and values.

Q3: How does indigenous spirituality relate to the Jesus way?

A3: Many Native American spiritual traditions emphasize interconnectedness with nature,
communal living, and respect for elders. These values align strongly with the central
messages of love, compassion, and community found in Jesus' teachings.

Q4: What is decolonizing Christianity?

A4: Decolonizing Christianity is the critical examination of the faith's historical role in the
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oppression and subjugation of Indigenous peoples. It involves confronting the legacy of
colonialism, acknowledging past harms, and actively working towards justice and
reconciliation.

Q5: What are some examples of Native American theology?

A5: Native American theology is a diverse and evolving field. It includes perspectives on
creation care, justice, spiritual leadership, and biblical interpretation that are grounded in
Indigenous cultures and experiences. Several indigenous theologians and scholars offer
significant contributions to this evolving field.

Q6: How can I support this movement?

A6: You can support this movement by educating yourself about Native American cultures
and histories, supporting Indigenous-led initiatives, listening to and amplifying Native
voices, and advocating for justice and equity within religious institutions.

Q7: Are there any resources available to learn more?

A7: Yes, numerous books, articles, and academic works explore Native American theology
and spirituality. Searching for keywords such as "Native American theology," "decolonizing
Christianity," and "indigenous spirituality" will yield many relevant results. Seeking out
works by Native American scholars and theologians will ensure you're engaging with this
topic from their informed perspectives.

Q8: What are the future implications of this movement?

A8: This movement has the potential to reshape Christianity, fostering a more inclusive
and equitable faith that respects diverse cultural expressions. It can contribute to a deeper
understanding of spirituality and reconciliation, impacting both religious communities and
broader social justice efforts.

Rescuing the Gospel from the Cowboys: A Native
American Expression of the Jesus Way
The spreading of Christianity in the Americas has been a multifaceted story, often marked
by friction and misrepresentation. While many narratives focus on the attempts of
European religious figures, a crucial, often overlooked perspective remains: the indigenous
interpretation of the teachings and its assimilation into their existing spiritual frameworks.
This article explores how Native American traditions offer a powerful lens through which to
reconsider the Gospel, potentially "rescuing" it from the often coercive interpretations
imposed by colonial powers – interpretations we can metaphorically represent as the
"cowboys." It’s a call to reposition the narrative, emphasizing indigenous knowledge and
its enduring relevance to a modern understanding of the Jesus Way.
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The "cowboys" in this context represent not only the literal figures who engaged in
westward expansion and displacement of Native American populations, but also the rigid
interpretations of Christianity that followed colonization. These interpretations often
prioritized dominance, subjugation , and the obliteration of indigenous cultures, rather
than the core tenets of Jesus's teachings – compassion , gentleness, and service to others.
The imposition of a foreign religious system, often accompanied by brutal acts of
aggression , resulted in a warped view of the Gospel, overshadowing its message of peace
and reconciliation.

Many Native American communities found ways to synthesize their traditional beliefs with
elements of Christianity, creating a unique and powerful expression of faith. This
amalgamation wasn't simply a compromise ; it was a conscious act of safeguarding of their
cultural identity while accepting aspects of the Christian message that resonated with their
values. For example, the incorporation of Christian narratives within existing oral
traditions, the adoption of Christian symbols within ceremonial practices, and the
reinterpretation of biblical stories through the lens of indigenous worldview all illustrate
this process.

Consider the concept of "walking with the Creator," a common theme in many Native
American spiritualities. This resonates deeply with the Christian concept of living a life in
communion with God. The emphasis on interconnectedness within the natural world, a
core tenet of many indigenous faiths, aligns with the Christian ideal of stewardship of
creation. These parallels, often overlooked in dominant narratives, highlight the common
ground between indigenous spirituality and the Gospel message, revealing a profound
potential for mutual enrichment and appreciation .

Furthermore, the emphasis on community and shared responsibility within many Native
American societies offers a valuable lesson for the modern church. The Jesus Way, as
exemplified in the Gospels, is fundamentally about community and collective responsibility
. Native American traditions, with their strong emphasis on collective well-being and the
importance of kinship ties, offer a powerful model for building vibrant and inclusive
Christian communities.

The "rescuing" of the Gospel from the cowboys involves a process of reclamation – not just
of the land, but also of the spiritual and religious narratives. It requires a critical
examination of the ways in which the Gospel has been misused and a renewed focus on its
original message of love, justice, and reconciliation . This involves listening to and learning
from Native American voices, recognizing their indigenous wisdom, and embracing the
unique ways in which they have expressed their faith.

Ultimately, rescuing the Gospel from the cowboys means creating a more genuine and
inclusive understanding of the Christian faith. It involves recognizing the insights of
indigenous cultures, acknowledging the injustices of the past, and striving to build a future
where faith is expressed in ways that honor the dignity and spiritual heritage of all people.
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This necessitates a critical self-reflection within the church, a willingness to dismantle
harmful narratives, and a commitment to building bridges of understanding with diverse
communities.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: How can we practically apply this understanding in our own lives?

A1: Begin by engaging with Native American histories and spiritualities through reading,
listening to oral histories, and attending cultural events. Support indigenous-led initiatives
and challenge narratives that perpetuate harmful stereotypes. In your own faith
communities, advocate for inclusivity and justice.

Q2: What are some specific examples of Native American expressions of the
Jesus Way?

A2: Many examples exist, varying widely across tribes and nations. These include the
adaptation of Christian hymns into indigenous languages, the use of traditional ceremonies
to celebrate Christian holidays, and the integration of Christian values into traditional
community structures.

Q3: How does this approach differ from past missionary efforts?

A3: This approach prioritizes mutual respect and partnership, recognizing the inherent
value of indigenous cultures and spiritualities. Unlike past efforts characterized by
dominance and assimilation, this approach seeks to learn from and collaborate with
indigenous communities.

Q4: What role does forgiveness play in this process?

A4: Forgiveness is crucial for both healing past wounds and building a future based on
mutual understanding and reconciliation. This involves both acknowledging the harms of
the past and striving to create a more just and equitable future.
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