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Today’s subject is racism and how to become anti-racist.  I going to look at it from a particular 
perspective.  We’re going to talk about land. 
 
In the Old Testament, God promises Abraham and Sarah two things:  land and descendants.  
This is actually the summary of the covenant between God and the Hebrew people, what we 
call the Old Covenant or Old Testament.  And while it took more than 500 years to become a 
reality, eventually the Hebrew people were led into the area of Palestine.  There they took over 
land that was occupied by other people.  In recent times I’ve wondered about that. . . certainly 
there is still contention over whose land this actually is. 
 
This country’s history in the last 500 years has been all about land.  There are three main 
groups of people who inhabit this nation: the people who chose to come here, the people who 
were already here, and the people who were forced to come here against their will. The first 
group includes the European colonizers and their descendants who came over from France, 
England, Holland, Spain and settled on the East Coast, and later waves of immigrants from all 
over the world up until the present day.  They came for many reasons—seeking land and riches, 
fleeing poverty or persecution—but what is true is that all of them left the land of their birth to 
come here.  They were uprooted.  But on some level it was voluntary. 
 
And the way history was taught when I was a student, the history of this country started when 
those first colonists hit the shores here.  There were stories of courage, hardship, fortitude, as 
those brave people wrestled a living out of a strange and hostile new world.  But this overlooks 
the fact that there were already people living here, the second group.  These were some 500 
sovereign indigenous nations, with somewhere between 4 and 12 million people here, living 
highly complex and specialized lives on the lands they inhabited. While there may have been a 
brief shining moment when indigenous and new arrivals peacefully co-habited, it didn’t last.  
European illnesses, land lust and war wreaked havoc on native communities, killing up to 90% 
of inhabitants.  Desire for land and pressure from new arrivals turned into concerted efforts to 
drive nations westward and to wipe out people and cultures.  Most native people here have 
been ripped from their ancestral lands and relegated to reservations on land nobody wants. 
 
In the third group of people were those who were brought here against their will or as 
punishment for crimes.  Some were indentured servants who could work off their debit or 
punishment.  Many were enslaved people captured in Africa, sold and brought here to work in 
homes, but especially to work on farms and plantations in New England, the middle Atlantic 
and South.  Quickly laws were put into place to separate out Whites from Blacks (or Whites 
from non-Whites) and to equate Whiteness with freedom and privilege and blackness with 
slavery, a permanent condition.  Enslaved persons worked the land, but never got to enjoy the 
fruit of their work. 
 
What all three of these groups have in common is displacement and being separated from their 
homelands. Most likely, whatever your background, if you are living in the United States today, 



your family and ethnic heritage includes the trauma of leaving or being forced off your land.  
And your heritage further includes either the traumas of enslavement or attempted genocide of 
your people and/or being part of the dominant culture which enslaved, warred against and 
tried to erase Black and indigenous communities.  So let’s just sit with that for a moment.  Most 
people lost their ties to their land.  Many also perpetrated or suffered from violence because of 
the desire for land. 
     
And just a note here about the culpability of the Church.  A papal decree in 1452, called the 
“Doctrine of Discovery” “sanctioned and promoted the conquest, colonization, and exploitation 
of non-Christian territories and peoples.” (“What is the Doctrine of Discovery?” 
https://www.uua.org/multiculturalism/racial-justice/dod/what-doctrine-discovery). In 1823, 
the US Supreme Court ruled that this could be transferred to the US Government, giving them  
“exclusive right to extinguish the Indian title of occupancy, either by purchase or conquest.”  
The idea being, they are just a bunch of heathens, so who cares?  Shame on the Church.     
 
This alienation from the land in the past and the racism that resulted has huge repercussions 
today. A UMass Boston professor estimated that Black farmers in the US lost around $326 
billion worth of farmland in the 20th century. (https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-black-
farmers-lost-326-bln-worth-land-20th-century-study-2022-05-02/). Most of that was because of 
discrimination by the USDA which prevented Black farmers from securing loans and in forced 
sales through racist laws.  This has had a huge impact on land ownership and wealth for African 
Americans today.   
 
Another issue has been fossil fuel companies running oil pipelines through Indigenous lands 
without their consent, threatening the health and livelihoods of native peoples.  A newer, larger 
replacement for the Line 3 pipeline in Minnesota was proposed a number of years ago, and 
protested by local Minnesota Ojibwe leaders, as an oil spill would threaten the lakes, rivers, and 
wild rice beds that sustain their people. The pipeline was still approved, and has resulted in 
drilling fluid polluting the waters and a breach of a local aquifer.   
 
And those European colonists and their descendants?  Whether because we lost our 
relationship with our native land, or because of greed and a mechanistic view that just saw land 
as a resource to be exploited, a modern White view emerged that no longer saw humans as 
innately connected to the land.  Dominance, despoiling, using up became the ways.  That has 
directly led to the terrible pollution of our air, the trashing of our oceans, the chemical spills on 
the land, and the climate crisis that is driving us over the edge.   
  
It didn’t have to be this way. Indigenous cultures, not only here but also in places like Africa and 
South America have had deep respect for the land, and had developed practices over 
generations that allowed them to care for the land and live sustainably from it.  Some of the 
practices were hunting native game and fishing, foraging for berries and nuts; some were ways 
of farming or enhancing native plants that saw humans as part of the whole system, helping 
keep balance.  Many indigenous peoples had no concept of “owning” land and saw themselves 
as care-takers of what was given to love and tend.   
 
But now we are in crisis today with deep wounds and alienation from the land that sustains us.  
What then are we to do?  Is it all hopeless?  We have a lot of work to do.   



But it is not impossible. 
 
Ezekiel was given a vision of God at work for the dispossessed of his day.  The people of Judah 
and Jerusalem were conquered in 597 BC and their leaders were dragged off from their lands to 
Babylon.  In 586, Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed, and more leaders and people were 
carried away into exile.  In addition to the trauma of losing temple, city, and lands, there was 
the fear and despair that they had lost their very identity as a people, and maybe their God.  
“Our bones are dried up and our hope is lost; we are cut off completely.” God gives the vision 
to Ezekiel of the valley of dried bones, where at the command of the Lord, the bones sort 
themselves out, join bone to bone, then tendons, organs and muscle wrap on the bones and 
skin covers the bodies.  And then God commands Ezekiel again, and he prophesies to the wind, 
and the spirit of God enters the bodies and they stand up and live.  And God commands Ezekiel 
to tell the people:  God will bring you from death to life, from exile to your home land—you 
shall know that God is for you,  God will put God’s spirit within you and you will live—on your 
own soil. 
 
What could this mean for us today?  Is this a promise to the indigenous people that they shall 
once again get their land back?  Is this a promise to the Blacks who lost farmland that they will 
get it back and to the formerly enslaved that they will be given restitution?  Or to the 
immigrants who have no hope of owning or working the land here?  Is this a promise to us who 
own land that was stolen from others that we can be restored to healthy relationships both to 
land and to those our ancestors oppressed?  
 
How can all of these promises be true?   
We have a lot of work to do.  We have to really let our notion of land and ownership be 
challenged.  It’s important to know our real history and whose land this is, and who worked the 
land.  The BS American myth of “this is my land and my wealth and I earned it” needs to be 
debunked.  The Gloucester 400th anniversary is a good time to learn more and have some 
humility. 
 
We need to come back to the notion that everything we have is from God and is not ours.  It is 
here for us to tend and use for the welfare of all.  And we do need to talk about Land Back and 
reparations, especially around land.  What if we returned national parks and much other land to 
the people who best knew and know how to care for it?  What if we returned the land to Black 
farmers that had been unfairly taken from them?  What if we supported communities of color, 
especially around providing land for gardens and farms, so they could grow their own food and 
reconnect to the earth?  What if we used all our common land, and maybe our private land, to 
grow food or support native pollinators and wildlife?  What if every yard was a mini national 
park?  
 
If we had honored the indigenous wisdom of living in harmony with the land, the current 
environmental crises would not be happening.  There is knowledge and wisdom that others 
have.  Only when we address all of our deep traumas around land and the racism connected to 
it can we all move forward in hope.  Only then can we be restored to home. 
 
This is not possible on our own.  It is possible with the power of God and the movement of the 
Holy Spirit.  Let us pray.  Amen. 


