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 August 31, 2026 

 

WHEN RELIGIOUS FREEDOM DOES NOT INCLUDE 
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, IT IS NOT RELIGIOUS 
FREEDOM FOR ALL 
 
A Statement of the Native American Inter-Tribal Caucus of The United 
Methodist Church 
 
The Native American Inter-Tribal Caucus speaks at a moment when 
Indigenous Peoples are once again being called to defend sacred 
ways our Ancestors carried through generations of suppression, forced 
assimilation, and spiritual erasure. Recent events on the Wind River 
Reservation and within the United States Department of Defense are 
separate matters, but together they require us to ask whether 
Indigenous spiritual traditions are receiving the recognition, respect, 
and protection that religious freedom promises. 
 
On the Wind River Reservation, a pastor of Foundations For Nations 
publicly condemned Northern Arapaho traditional spiritual practices 
during the final day of the Tribe’s Sundance. During a July 5, 2026 
sermon, Pastor Sarah Lucas called traditional practices and the sacred 
pipe into question and urged Native people to turn away from 
traditional ways. Northern Arapaho leadership subsequently directed 
Foundations For Nations and its leaders to leave the Wind River 
Reservation. The ministry refused to leave and indicated that it was 
prepared to pursue the matter in federal court. The Northern Arapaho 
Business Council later adopted a policy requiring outside organizations 
conducting organized activities on the reservation to consult with the 
Tribe. Eastern Shoshone leadership also affirmed the importance of 
Tribal consultation and authorization for recurring outside ministries. 
Native relatives and supporters have continued peaceful 
demonstrations. What began with words spoken against sacred 
ceremony has become a larger question involving Tribal sovereignty, 
religious freedom, and the responsibility of Christian ministries 
operating within Tribal communities. 
 
Native Peoples understand the weight of such words because we know 
the history behind them. Our Ancestors lived through laws and policies 
that suppressed ceremonies and restricted traditional religious 
practices. Sacred objects were taken, and children were separated 

 

 



from families and communities through boarding-school systems where Native languages, cultures, 
identities, and spiritual traditions were targeted in the name of assimilation. Our sacred ways remain 
because generations before us protected and carried them, often at tremendous personal cost. 
That history places a particular responsibility upon the Christian Church. The Church cannot speak of 
reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples while ignoring the condemnation of Native ceremonies.  
 
Acknowledging the harm caused by religious assimilation also requires recognizing words and 
actions in the present that echo that history. Reconciliation is not accomplished only through 
apologies for the past; it requires changing the behavior that allowed such harm to occur. 
 
Another development raises a different but related concern. In 2026, the United States Department of 
Defense reduced the number of religious-affiliation codes used in its personnel system. “Native 
American religion” was among the distinct religious categories removed from the list and is now 
grouped within the broader “other” category. This administrative change did not remove the legal 
religious rights of Native service members, and NAIC does not claim that it did. Our concern is what 
the loss of distinct recognition may mean and the historical weight carried by the word “other.” 
 
For generations, Native Peoples have fought against being treated as unnamed, invisible, or lesser 
within institutions that were built without us and too often acted against us. Tribal Nations have fought 
for recognition of their sovereignty, while Native communities have protected distinct languages, 
cultures, ceremonies, identities, and spiritual traditions against policies intended to assimilate our 
Peoples until those distinctions disappeared. 
 
Against that history, placing Native American religious traditions beneath the designation “other” 
cannot be understood merely as an administrative change. Words carry histories and consequences. 
They influence who is seen, counted, understood, and considered when decisions are made. Native 
Peoples are not an “other.” Tribal Nations are distinct Peoples with living spiritual traditions that 
existed on these lands long before the institutions that now categorize them. Native people have 
served in the Armed Forces of the United States generation after generation, and their spiritual 
identities should not become less visible because they chose to serve. The loss of a distinct religious 
designation raises legitimate questions about whether spiritual needs, traditional practices, and 
religious accommodations will remain sufficiently visible to those responsible for providing them. 
 
The Wind River dispute and the Department of Defense decision did not arise from the same 
circumstances, and NAIC does not suggest that they were coordinated. We speak about them 
together because each requires us to consider what happens when Indigenous spiritual traditions are 
condemned, diminished, or made less visible within powerful institutions. 
 
The American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978 established federal policy to protect and 
preserve the inherent right of American Indians to believe, express, and exercise their traditional 
religions, including access to sacred sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and worship 
through ceremonial and traditional rites. That federal policy came after generations in which Native 
Peoples were denied freedoms that others often took for granted. 
 
Religious freedom cannot mean freedom for the majority while Indigenous Peoples must repeatedly 
defend the legitimacy of ceremonies and spiritual traditions that have survived despite generations of 
efforts to suppress them. 
 
NAIC stands with our Northern Arapaho Relatives as they defend their sovereignty, community, and 
sacred traditions, and with Native service members and veterans whose spiritual traditions deserve 
recognition and protection. We call upon the Christian Church, including The United Methodist 
Church, to remember the responsibility carried by its history with Indigenous Peoples. This statement 



is not against Christianity or the United States military. It is a call for accountability, equality in 
religious freedom, and respect for the inherent rights and dignity of Indigenous Peoples. 
 
When Indigenous Peoples tell institutions that words or actions are causing harm, listening must 
come before institutional defense. Tribal Nations, Elders, traditional spiritual leaders, Native veterans, 
ceremony carriers, boarding-school survivors and their descendants carry knowledge that cannot be 
replaced by decisions made about them without them. 
 
The Native American Inter-Tribal Caucus will continue to stand for Tribal sovereignty, Indigenous 
religious freedom, and the protection of sacred ceremony. Our Ancestors protected these ways so 
that we could carry them today, and we carry the responsibility to protect them for generations whose 
faces we will never see. 
 
We have spent generations refusing to disappear into “other.” We should not be asked to accept that 
designation for our sacred ways now. Religious freedom that makes Indigenous Peoples invisible is 
not equal religious freedom. Our sacred ways survived because they were carried and protected, and 
they must be respected. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
KiiKaay RagghiRain, Chairwoman 
Native American Inter-Tribal Caucus of The United Methodist Church 
 


