
SPR YOUTH SUNDAY | SERMON 
Ari Karafiol | James Pruitt | Julia Rademacher-Wedd | September 15, 2019 | Church of St. Paul & the Redeemer 
 
 
This term, the Supreme Court will argue what is 
potentially the most important tribal sovereignty case of 
the 21st century, one with massive implications for 
native people throughout the United States. In 1999, 
the murder of George Jacobs by Patrick Murphy, both 
members of the Muscogee Creek Nation, seemed cut-
and-dry. Murphy was convicted and sentenced to death 
by the state of Oklahoma. However, Murphy’s case 
argues that because the murder was committed on 
Muscogee Creek reservation land that was never 
officially dissolved by Congress, his trial and sentencing 
should be under the jurisdiction of his tribe. Thus, the 
verdict delivered on the case has the potential to set a 
precedent for recognizing the sovereignty of Native 
reservations, even when they have been built on by 
white settlers. Land of this history (which is about half 
the land in Oklahoma), which has been governed by 
the United States, would then legally be governed by 
the respective tribes to which they were assigned. The 
deciding vote in this case? Ruth Bader Ginsburg. 

This may strike you as odd, given Ginsburg’s reputation 
as a liberal justice, but looking back at her case records, 
Justice Ginsburg has a history of ruling against the 
sovereignty of Native American tribes, further violating 
the treaties that were legally agreed upon by the United 
States. And yet, the legacy of racism throughout 
Ginsburg’s career is rarely, if ever mentioned: we 
continue to make documentaries and enamel pins and 
t-shirts and books not just glamorizing but almost 
canonizing someone with a problematic history, and 

refusing to acknowledge the very existence of the ways 
in which she has harmed people. 

The reality is that ignoring Native people and the 
politicians who perpetuate violence against them isn’t 
the exception: it’s the rule, and one that transcends 
party lines. Of all the major democratic candidates 
running for president, only one candidate even 
mentions Native American rights. Progressives in 
Congress were also the people who formulated and 
executed the implementation of Indian Boarding 
Schools, whose continued effects we can recognize as 
being ones of both cultural and literal genocide. As 
president, Abraham Lincoln ordered the hanging of 
thirty-eight Dakota men, which to this day remains the 
largest mass execution in U.S. history. These were the 
Progressives. These are the Democrats. This is us. 

As someone who will reach voting eligibility in just two 
months, this reality is incredibly disheartening. 
However, I must remember that it is also not the end. It 
is challenging for us to reconcile with the problematic 
histories of the people we admire, and it’s even harder 
to do so while they are still alive, but we must 
remember that the reason this work is so hard and so 
necessary is because it comes out of a place of love. 
Without love, we have no reason to vote, no reason to 
question our histories, and no reason to hold 
community with those that we know have hurt people. 
But today’s Gospel reminds us that we are called by 
Jesus to do the work of finding and healing all those 
who are lost, even and especially when it is hard. By 



holding each other accountable, we ultimately 
strengthen our communities, and through healing 
where there has been hurt, we find a vision of care and 
welcoming that deserves rejoicing. 

—Ari Karafiol 
 

 
When I sat down to write this sermon, a familiar 
question popped into my head: Why do I keep going 
on these mission trips? After all, I have given up a 
month of free time by going on all of the mission trips 
SPR has done so far. And while there are plenty of 
excuses for going, the main one I will focus on today is 
simple: to learn.  

What I love about SPR mission trips is how my 
understanding of a complex issue—be it immigration or 
native rights—really comes together.  

Each day we put more puzzle pieces together and then 
each night our understanding of the problem becomes 
more perfect.  

On this trip, for example, I kept thinking about an 
opinion I encounter a lot these days:  

America is (or at least at some point was) the greatest 
country on earth. 

This opinion, the philosophical base of seemingly 
everyone across our political spectrum, is just so hard to 
argue with. I always struggled to criticize American 
politics set upon this basis because it seemed like a 
thesis with no weak-spot, no chink in the armor, and 
thus nowhere to begin.  

And for a couple days, this mental burr stuck with me, 
eating at the back of my mind, until, on the third day of 
the mission trip, an idea finally hit me:  

What, historically speaking, made America “great”?  

I was immediately reminded of an amazing Malcom X 
quote: 

 “If I take the wages of everyone here, individually it 
means nothing, but collectively all of the earning power 
or wages that you earned in one week would make me 
wealthy. And if I could collect it for a year, I'd be rich 
beyond dreams. Now, when you see this, and then you 
stop and consider the wages that were kept back from 
millions of Black people, not for one year but for 310 
years, you'll see how this country got so rich so fast.” 

And then it really snapped into place: 

America’s so-called “greatness” is a direct result of the 
unpaid wages of slaves and the stolen land of 
indigenous peoples.  

Our self-proclaimed greatness is, in reality, not 
greatness. 

 In fact, our “greatness" is just us being greatly "skilled 
in doing evil," as today's puzzle piece from Jeremiah 
puts it.  

And today's passage also snaps together disturbingly 
with the climate crisis faced by the world, with 
mountains quaking from fracking-induced earthquakes, 
and the once fruitful land of California turning into a 
fiery desert. 

And to be honest, this mess that we call America, this 
multi-layer cake of genocide, literally keeps me up at 
night.  

Sometimes dealing with the melting pot of human 
pain, left to cook over the flames of the free market, can 
feel impossible. 



But it is then that we must remember that our God is a 
god of miraculous hope. 

From judean peasants to indigenous water-protectors, 
our God can inspire hope that transcends time and 
place and cultures and borders and everything. 

—James Pruitt 
 
 

A few weeks before the mission trip, I was at my mom’s 
spiritual group (sorry, SPR, you aren’t my one and only), 
and we were talking about what reminds us of home. 
Many people brought pictures of their childhood 
houses. One woman said that she moved a lot as a 
child, so her parents emphasized that home was 
wherever her family was. I thought about how at home I 
felt during my six weeks in New York City this summer. 
It was comforting to think I might be able to make a 
home anywhere, since I will be leaving for college next 
year. 

But then, I went on the mission trip and talked to native 
people whose ancestors were forced from their homes. 
Hearing their stories, I considered the consequences of 
the concept of home I wanted to embrace. “Home is 
where the heart is” is a lovely thought, but if settlers 
assume native people share our beliefs about places, 
that land is private property or that it is easy to leave, we 
erase the trauma that separating people from their 
traditional lands causes. 

Let us not forget that our faith, rooted in the Bible, 
includes strong relationships with land. The fates of the 
people and the land are so intertwined that when 
Jeremiah envisions God’s disapproval of Israel, he 
“looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void…” 
he “looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert.” This 
warning was terrifying to a people who depended on 
the fertility of the land and treasured the life around 

them. It seems we conveniently forgot the importance 
of land in the Bible while stealing and commodifying it 
as colonizers.  

 I wonder if we could indigenize our relationship with 
land. This means recognizing land as sacred the way a 
native person might, and working with, not subduing, 
the land, plants, and animals. The land will take care of 
us as long as we take care of it. We drink clean water, 
eat food grown by sun and rain and soil, drive over land 
to get to work or school or family. We pay people to 
mine minerals from underground for our phones. We 
burn the oil and coal we extract from underground. If 
we are not caring for the land, it will not be able to 
sustain us for much longer.  

 We can look to native people for sustainable and 
honorable ways of treating land. One woman we met in 
Minnesota was part of a water walk that takes place 
each year. Native women walk the entire length of a 
river, even one as long as the Mississippi, from its 
headwaters to places downstream where pollution has 
created dead zones. They carry fresh water from 
upstream to pour it into the dead zone, reminding the 
river of the life it once had. As we take climate action, 
we should all think about the sanctity of the land we are 
on. We are not just on stolen land, a windswept prairie 
that is eerily empty of indigenous presence. We are on 
stolen sacred land. If we honor that this land is sacred to 
the Miami, Peoria, Potawatomi, Illini, and Fox people, it 
might become sacred to us too. 

—Julia Rademacher-Wedd 


