
3HRSOH $UH 0RUH ,PSRUWDQW 7KDQ ,GHDV� $Q $SSURDFK WR +LVWRULFDO 5HFNRQLQJ
Keynote Address for Marquette University’s Symposium on Diversity, Inclusion, and Social

Justice - April 28, 2023
:LOOLDP &ULWFKOH\�0HQRU� 6-

Thank you for inviting me to speak today. I’m grateful and honored to be here.

The Oglala Lakota, whose land I live on in Pine Ridge, SD have a custom for a younger person
to apologize before speaking in front of anyone who is older or wiser than they are; a gesture to
acknowledge that even though they may be speaking it does not imply that they are a holder of
answers or can claim authority. I appreciate this custom





actors and judged them harshly. And then it wasn’t a big jump to judge the Jesuits in general with
a harsh moral lens.

When a number of us younger Jesuits began 6 years ago to confront the presence of racism
within the Jesuits (which is not to say others weren’t doing this before us) with the Jesuit
Antiracism Sodality, we missed the important perspective that Baldwin provides. We fell into
two tempting mindsets: We focused on a dramatic critique of the present that was disconnected
from the past, or we became focused on questions about the past, mired in anger at historical
actors in a way that disconnected us from the present.

And this is where historical reckoning can go wrong.

Our invitation was not to dwell on a criticism of these past Jesuits or to decide that a largely
white order was some sort of anathema. Rather, it was to examine the present conditions, the real
consequences of history, before us and ask what was wrong with it.

Much more important than feeling bad that the order is so white or trying to find more people of
color to join the Jesuits in order to feel better about ourselves, was to ask: what are the conditions
before us in the present and how do they affect people? And when





There was, without a sense of contradiction, both a criticism of the Church’s historical actions
and alignment with the U.S. Government and an anger with the Church for changing a traditional
teaching that the couple found significant and meaningful at an important time in their life. So
they ask: “How dare this Church exist and have been like it was? And at the same time ask: how
dare this Church change? I want it the way it was!”

These individuals held in tandem both the right and ability to criticize the Church for its past and
present without conceding that it was useless or has failed to provide any sense of meaning and
solace to them or that it was entirely bankrupt.

Another example: The complexity of our history as a former Indian boarding school has meant a
significant amount of controversy over how Catholicism is practiced and taught in the school.
One big question is over Mass attendance. Should we require kids to go to Mass or is this just a
vestige of colonial practices of forced assimilation?

For me, the easy and clear perspective when I was first arriving to Red Cloud was that we should
just tone down Catholicism. Stop asking kids to go to Mass. I had a sense that in order for Lakota
culture and identity to rise, Catholicism would need to dampen. Again though, this was rooted in
a mindset that “Catholic” and “Lakota” were differentn

a

thatMass
clear
Cloud�R�U

that

was

“Lakota�

And

timeexample3 Mass

of

signific�

atbeen

their

entirel�嘀䠀
•x�

�W�K�H�L�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W

�,

�D�V

�W�K�R�X�B�
And
examnӀрӰ
Clou�
For
at
�
sensd

chang�

forcA
pers�

Another

example: The
thei�

Clouc恏.

�K�L�V�W�2N

the
cleaB�
and

I

hist3伀䰀䘀䰀嘀倀

both

dif
as

to
theLakor

time

Another

histNitshist8
and

at

is

thein⁇

as

forc4
theyit

pracy3

and
and
examv儀 thisthou�

the

it

like

they
this
hadCathpᘀ

themean@⸀had hadhadthe
I

at
sense!쀄䀅瀄쀅 ဂ thethis

usele

to
theiq䁌alhist�

of

镡隇

histM

a

theit
this assimおtherequi�

dif
histe
For

as
sign�

this

hist3



I was quickly taught that my mindset that “Lakota” and “Catholic” or even “Lakota” and “white”
were different or essentially contradictory/conflicting categories was colonial. The idea that
Catholicism is only colonial or inherently colonial or “white,” dishonored the Lakota people for
whom Catholicism is deeply meaningful.

And to persist in these mindset is to ask Lakota people…and others… to fit neatly into categories
that are not consistent with reality. It violates the complexity that is inherent to every person’s
life. In essence,





And this is something I have learned from my students and my fellow teachers and collaborators
at Mahpiya Luta.

I’m a white Jesuit teaching English and theology at a former Indian boarding school. The
potential ethical implications of this I once found troubling. But this tendency was rooted in
ideas about race, history, and responsibility and it was rooted in a sense of guilt and shame that
ultimately alienated me from my students and collaborators.

Ultimately, my experience in a classroom environment and in the community project of Truth
and Healing, is based on relationships more than it is based on race. What I’ve learned from
many of my students and from my Lakota coworkers is that my responsibility and their
responsibility is the same. It is to study, understand, and then change the unjust conditions we
live within: chronic poverty and economic isolation, and the possibility to discover how varied
religious and spiritual traditions affect us all.

I also teach a class called Liberation Theology to the seniors at Red Cloud. We read James Cone,
the father of Black Theology, and the students love learned from Cone why he believes that Jesus
was black. Two days after reading Cone and discussing s଀䐀儀䨀䠀

discus�



I don’t want to advocate some sort of politics of respectability or a racial romanticism, because
these are also pitfalls and are dangerous.

What I do want to advocate is that complex



Grandfather, all over the world the faces of the living ones are alike.
In


