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“Decolonizing” [religion] means looking at how it can subvert the dominating paradigm instead of merely reflecting it or having a merely reactive response to it….  [We must name how] the demonizing of the dark leads to the war against women and their bodies from the Inquisition to the beginning of the dismantling of women’s reproductive rights [and] is connected to the masculinization of the healing industry, to the hardening of Christian religious dogma in northern Europe, to the driving out of the Goddess, to the destruction of the Earth, to the mass killing of kweers of all colors, is connected to the expulsion of the Dark Other, i.e.,  the expulsion of Muslims and Jews from Spain, is connected to the Afrikan slave trade and the invasions of the Americas, Asia, and the Pacific Islands, where indigenous peoples, Afrikans, and Asians were enslaved and massacred because they were considered to be like women: incarnations of evil; incarnations of unbridled lust; like women, they were considered to be too connected to the body and to sex; and where the Earth was destroyed because like women, the Earth was considered to be wild and needing to be dominated; like dark-skinned peoples, it needed to be dominated and controlled. This interlocking vortex became reflected in our language, where all that was evil was “dark” and vice-versa. The Dark Other was soon not only people living with brown skin, but anyone who was other: people living with disabilities, women, kweers, etc.
******
From “Christopher Columbus: 3 Things You Think He Did That He Didn’t” by Valerie Strauss, Washington Post, October 14, 2013.
So you think that Christopher Columbus discovered America in the Niña, the Pinta  and the Santa Maria and also, while he was at it, proved the Earth wasn’t flat?
Wrong, wrong and wrong. Given that the European explorer has a U.S. federal holiday to his name — and is honored by holidays in other countries as well — let’s look at the disturbing truth about the fearless but brutal Columbus.
*He didn’t prove that the Earth is round. 
Kids in school have long been taught that when Columbus set sail in 1492 to find a new route to the East Indies, it was feared he would fall off the edge of the Earth because people then thought the planet was flat. Nope.  As early as the sixth century B.C., Pythagoras — later followed by Aristotle and Euclid — wrote about Earth as a sphere, and historians say there is no doubt that the educated in Columbus’s day knew quite well that the Earth was round. Columbus in fact owned a copy of Ptolemy’s Geography, written at the height of the Roman Empire, 1,300 years before Chris Columbus set sail. Several books published in Europe between 1200 and 1500 discussed the Earth’s shape, including “The Sphere,” written in the early 1200s, which was required reading in European universities in the 1300s and beyond.  The big question for Columbus, it turns out, was not the shape of the Earth but the size of the ocean he was planning to cross.
· The famous names of the ships he took on his famous 1492 trip across the Atlantic Ocean,  the  Niña,  Pinta  and Santa Maria, probably weren’t really named Niña, Pinta and Santa Maria. The Santa Maria was also known at the time as La Gallega, meaning The Galician.” The Niña is now believed to be a nickname for a ship originally called the Santa Clara, and the Pinta was probably also a nickname, though the ship’s real name isn’t clear.
*Columbus didn’t “discover” America — he never set foot in North America.
During four separate trips that started with the one in 1492, Columbus landed on various Caribbean islands  that are now the Bahamas as well as the island later called Hispaniola. He also explored the Central and South American coasts. But he didn’t reach North America, which, of course, was already inhabited by Native Americans, and he never thought he had found a new continent. You may also remember that it is believed that Norse explorer Leif Erikson  reached Canada perhaps 500 years before Columbus was born, and there are some who believe that Phoenician sailors crossed the Atlantic much earlier than that.
And here’s something he did do that you may not know.
* Columbus was a brutal viceroy and governor of the Caribbean islands on which he did land.
He committed atrocities against native peoples on the islands and decimated their populations while he also terrorized Spanish colonists, according to the biography “Columbus” by Laurence Bergreen.
Why do we celebrate Columbus Day?
The first Columbus Day celebration recorded in the United States was in New York on October 12th, 1792, held  to honor Italian-American heritage. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1937 proclaimed October 12th to be Columbus Day, a national holiday. In 1971, the holiday date was changed to the second Monday in October.
For various reasons, many places have changed the name of the holiday. Berkeley, California, replaced Columbus Day with Indigenous Peoples Day in 1992 to honor the original inhabitants of the islands where Columbus landed.  In 1989, South Dakota started calling the holiday Native American Day. Alabama celebrates a combination of Columbus Day and American Indian Heritage Day, and Hawaii calls it Discovery Day. Other countries also celebrate Columbus with different holidays; for example, in the Bahamas, it is called Discovery Day, and as Día de la Hispanidad and Fiesta Nacional in Spain.
*****
The month is October and this year at Peterborough Unitarian Universalist Church that means the topic for conversation is our first principle:
 “We the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.”
Last week we explored the difference between holding this principle as a belief -something that is already so- versus holding it as an aspiration - something we are trying to bring about- and we talked some, using the story from the Hebrew scriptures about King Solomon’s wisdom, about the importance of compassion and kindness in helping us build a world that works for everyone with no one and no thing left out.
Remembering those two important contextual ideas, I want to move this week into something a bit more content oriented.  I think we all understand the basic wisdom of building ones home on a firm and secure foundation, because failure to do so could produce catastrophic results.  This morning, I want to suggest that poor footings cast in the foundation of ones faith produces catastrophic results as well.  And so it falls to each generation to look critically at those footings and, where they are found to be inadequate, to either correct or replace them.
Specifically, in light of the Columbus Day Holiday tomorrow, I thought we might talk some about the Doctrine of Discovery.  What was the Doctrine of Discovery in it’s day, what is it in ours, and how might it be lurking in the foundations of our faith like mold in our proverbial basements, undermining our efforts to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person?  
In short, the Doctrine of Discovery was the foundational cornerstone, the intellectual, moral and spiritual justification of and for Europe’s colonization and slavery of peoples around the world at the dawn of the modern era. A definition from the UUA’s website explains it this way: 

The Doctrine of Discovery is a principle of international law dating from the late 15th century. It has its roots in … papal decree[s] … that specifically sanctioned and promoted the conquest, colonization, and exploitation of non-Christian territories and peoples. Hundreds of years of decisions and laws continuing right up to our own time can ultimately be traced back to the Doctrine of Discovery—laws that invalidate or ignore the rights, sovereignty, and humanity of indigenous peoples in the United States and around the world.

One of the decrees known as Dum Diversas, was first issued in 1452 and is widely regarded by scholars as the first official sanction of the African slave trade. The decree reads, in part: 
We grant you full and free power, through the Apostolic authority of this edict, to invade, conquer, fight, subjugate the Saracens and pagans, and other infidels and other enemies of Christ, and … to lead their persons in perpetual servitude and to apply and appropriate realms, duchies, royal places, principalities and other dominions, possessions and goods … to you and your use and your successors the Kings of Portugal.

Forty years after the issuance of Dum Diversas, in response to Christopher Columbus’ first Atlantic voyage in 1492, Pope Alexander VI issued a decree entitled  Inter Caetera to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain. Pope Alexander’s decree read, in part:

We … out of the fullness of our apostolic power, by the authority of Almighty God … give, grant, and assign to you and your heirs and successors, kings of Castile and Leon, forever … all the islands and mainlands found and to be found, discovered and to be discovered towards the west and south, by drawing and establishing a line from the Arctic pole, namely the north, to the Antarctic pole, namely the south, no matter whether the said mainlands and islands are found and to be found in the direction of India or towards any other quarter.

What emerges from these decrees is a nauseous understanding of the “how” and the “why” Europe's popes and monarchs were authorizing and blessing the domination and exploitation of foreign lands, peoples and resources, during the 15th Century of our Common Era.  The decrees may also go a long way towards explaining the brutality of people like Christopher Columbus.  Who would he have been, I wonder, and how would our world look today if, instead of the Doctrine of Discovery, Columbus had set sail with our Seven Principles?
But alas, he did not. He set sail with papal decrees that gave him permission to rape, pillage and plunder whatever islands he discovered.  And he did.  And if you find this as off-putting and discomforting as you ought, consider this; a few centuries later Protestant rulers of Europe and the United States adopted the Doctrine of Discovery for their own uses.  About this most unfortunate merger my colleague Rev. Josh Pawelek writes:
You can see it [the Doctrine of Discovery] in Mass Bay and Virginia colony charters; in the Atlantic slave trade; in American expansionism and manifest destiny; in centuries of Indian wars, countless broken treaties, trails of tears, and detainment on reservations. You can see it in the Mexican-American war, the annexation of the American southwest, the colonization of Hawai’i, American imperialism, the history of immigration law, the war on drugs, the war on terror and the mass incarceration of black and brown people in American prisons. You can see it in a variety of United States Supreme Court decisions,…[one of which prompted Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg to offer in her written response to the verdict:] ‘Under the Doctrine of Discovery … fee title to the lands occupied by Indians when the colonists arrived became vested in the sovereign—first the discovering European nation and later the original states and the United States.”
 
For me this all underscores how deeply our tendencies toward domination and exploitation have been seeded into the foundations of our faith and quietly woven into the web of the social systems of this ‘would-be’ great nation.  And here we sit, all of us well meaning people, wanting, some of us desperately, to live in a world that works for everyone with no one and no thing left out, but feeling more than a bit stymied by the challenge of actually becoming builders of that world. 
In one of our readings this morning, Professor Farajaje lifts up a practice he calls  “decolonizing religion.”  In other words, purifying religion from the corrupting influence of the theology imbedded in edicts like the Doctrine of Discovery. According to Professor Farajajaie  “Decolonizing [religion] means looking at how it [religion] can subvert the dominating paradigm instead of merely reflecting it or having a merely reactive response to it….”  In other words, decolonizing religion calls on people of faith to undermine the power and authority of dominant cultures, rather than being passively subservient, submissive, docile, unchallenging, compliant, obedient, dutiful, subdued or downtrodden by them.  
Decolonizing our faith, especially since we UU’s organically tend to reflect the dominant paradigm in our culture, will require of us a deep commitment to the inherent worth and dignity of every person, the willingness to practice this commitment, the faith to follow those we have not followed before, and a great deal of perseverance when this work gets difficult, and it will.  
Thankfully, one thing it will not require of us is the capacity to work in isolation or to recreate the proverbial wheel.  Our denomination and the member congregations in it have a long history of subverting the dominant paradigm.  From movements for Abolition and Suffrage to the founding of schools and child labor laws, Unitarians and Universalists have been engaged. From the Movement for Civil Rights to the Anti-War Movement of the 60’s and early 70’s, UU’s have been engaged. In fact, once upon a time we were so good at challenging the dominant paradigm, our youth group (known at the time as Liberal Religious Youth, or LRY), managed to capture a spot on the FBI’s watch list of subversive organizations, a little document I lovingly refer to as “The FBI’s Book of Life”!
More recently, at the UUA’s General Assembly of 2012 in Phoenix, Arizona  we stood firm with our partner organizations and against Arizona’s harsh Immigration Laws.  And when our Partner Organizations suggested that the basis for the federal government, state government, and sheriff’s departments ability to racially profile, raid neighborhoods, bar access to ancestral lands, and tear families apart in the middle of the night emanated directly from the Doctrine of Discovery, we repudiated it.   Our leaders worked with indigenous leaders to propose a Congressional resolution calling on the US government to repudiate the Doctrine of Discovery and our General Assembly called on the US government to fully implement the standards of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
BUT…and this is AN IMPORTANT ‘BUT’…we did not come up with these responses.  We did not decide to do these things. We did not form a committee, assign tasks to committee members, engage in a couple years worth of research and then come back to the table with a list of proposed responses for the larger denominational body to vote on. We were asked to repudiate the Doctrine of Discovery by our Indigenous Partners and we said, “Yes.”  This historically white religious association with a distinct European American heritage opted to put itself into right relations with, to be accountable to, organizations of people of color in Arizona.  And I don’t know what FBI lists that action got us entered onto, but I bet if we had been able to stand still enough, we would have felt the foundational stones honed from centuries of oppressive thought and theology begin to rumble.
 Last summer at General Assembly in Portland, Oregon the capacity of this denomination to get into right relations with people of color was again tested when we were asked to sign on to the Black Lives Matter movement.  When the matter came to a vote on the assembly floor it turned out that there were some questions about some of the points articulated in the Black Lives Matter platform.  And so, like the good people representing the dominant culture that we are, we wanted to re-write the platform of the Black Lives Matter movement.  We hadn’t yet formally entered into relationship with the black brothers and sisters leading this movement, but we wanted to re-write their materials for them.  
However, because of the great work and strong voices of our youth, the capacity of those gathered to engage in, and work through, difficult and emotionally charged conversations, and I suspect no small amount of grace, we wound up taking a powerful stand against colonization and domination and for the inherent worth and dignity of all people.  We broke with our own history, and stood instead with our Black brothers and sisters.  It was hard work, overturning the dominant paradigm always is, but I was reassured yet again of how much better we are together.  I was reminded, yet again, that the architecture of our interdependence has been beautifully built to withstand the earth shaking quakes that result when people of faith engage in the tectonic plate shifting work of building the ‘kin-dom’ of heaven here on earth.
In fact, the architecture of our interdependence not only withstands the huge quakes caused by people working together for social justice - that architecture is strengthened by it…requires it from time to time in the same way each generation is charged to examine deeply it’s own foundations of faith and get rid of and/or replace that which no longer serves us.  
This then is the challenge of Columbus for us.  To look on the past with fresh eyes and name that which is unjust.  In this case that is the Doctrine of Discovery which caused so much pain and suffering for dark skinned persons in so many parts of the world.  To own the parts of ourselves that have been formed or influenced by faulty or partial truths, in this case to own the fact that the Doctrine of Discovery wound up imbedded into the very foundations of this Country and our faith tradition.  The Challenge of Columbus for us today is to find the courage needed to repent for the hurt we have caused, and to re-write a way forward that de-colonizes our faith and the world.
The month is October and this year at Peterborough Unitarian Universalist Church that means the topic for conversation is our first principle:
 “We the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association covenant to affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.”
Ashay.  Amen.  And Blessed be.
Won’t you pray with me?
Spirit of Life-
When things fall apart and we can’t get the pieces back together, when we lose something dear to us, when the whole thing is not working…this is our chance to come out of our self-protecting bubble and to realize we are never alone…Deep down in the human spirit there is a reservoir of courage.  It is always available, waiting to be discovered.
  
When things as we have known them prove to be untrue, unhelpful, and unproductive,
may we all be reminded of this strength, and found in good company as we move towards a just world wherein the inherent worth and dignity of everyone is affirmed.
� “What is the Doctrine of Discovery?” at
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� Frichner, Tonya Gonnella, “Impact on Indigenous Peoples of the International Legal Construct Known as the Doctrine of Discovery,” a preliminary study submitted to the United Nations Economic and Social Council, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 9th session, February 4th, 2010, p. 19. See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/E.C.19.2010.13%2520EN.pdf" �http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/E.C.19.2010.13%20EN.pdf�
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