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Peace Notes is distributed three or four times a year by the Peacemaking Committee. Its articles are 
intended to be thought-provoking and consciousness-raising, as well as informative about peacemaking 
efforts of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and First Presbyterian Church. Viewpoints expressed do not 
necessarily reflect positions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) or our local congregation. Thanks to all who 
contributed to this issue.  

Peace Notes 
FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH * 204 WEST PRAIRIE *  

DECATUR, ILLINOIS 62523-1295 

Native American Issues 
This edition of Peace Notes looks at challenges faced by Native Americans in the United States 
from several perspectives. On this page Jim Rauff explores journalism, and on page 2 Phyllis 
McPherron and Connie Requarth examine healthcare. Sandy Peterson offers two essays on 
education on pages 3 and 4, and Norm Jensen relates the little-known life of healer Black Elk on 
page 5. On the last page Fred Spannaus tells a story about ethnic stereotyping in team names. 

  
 

 
 

 By Jim Rauff 
 

 
It is well known that the U.S. government has treated the indigenous people of this continent with 

disrespect, hypocrisy, and horrific violence. Numerous treaties have been broken, land has been stolen, 
sacred land desecrated (think Mt. Rushmore), children ripped from their families and beaten when they 
spoke their native tongue … and much more. Native Americans live in greater poverty than any other 
subgroup in this country and are still the target of racist attacks. 

Yet, through all this, the Native American community has stood strong. One manifestation of this 
strength is Indian Country Today (indiancountrytoday.com), a newspaper by and for Native Americans. 

Indian Country Today reports on news of particular relevance to Native Americans, including news 
from Reservations and national and international news. In the October 9 issue, you can find these 
stories: 

“Several tribes have filed suit in federal district court in Alaska over a proposed road they say would 
adversely impact their way of life, spirituality and the wildlife they depend upon for food. The 
Tanana Chiefs Conference represents 37 Athabascan tribes in Interior Alaska. It filed the lawsuit 
Wednesday, along with five Koyukon Athabascan and Kobuk Iñupiat tribes in Northwest and 
Interior Alaska…” 

“Five newly elected Winnebago Tribal Council members have been sworn in. Tribal council elections 
were held Tuesday, and the winners sworn in on Wednesday, the Sioux City 
Journal reported. The top vote-getter in the election was Lorelei Hope Decora, with more than 
21 percent of the vote, followed by Victoria Kitcheyan, with 20 percent…” 

 “Seen on social media wearing the latest cowboy boots, leather pants, western fringed shirts, a 
smart blue ascot, or any other chic, contemporary styles, Christian Allaire …. the fashion and 
style writer at Vogue in New York City… is also First Nations, or Ojibwe, who grew up on the 
Nipissing First Nation reserve in Ontario, Canada.”  

The paper also has a classified ads sections, obituaries, and editorials. Under the leadership of Karen 
Lincoln Michel (Ho-Chunk) and Sky Vasquez (Bishop Paiute), Indian Country Today unites Native 
Americans across the continent. 

file:///C:/Users/Fred%20Spannaus/Dropbox/PeaceNotes/2020.10/indiancountrytoday.com
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The Pandemic and Native American People 
by Connie Requarth 
 

While Native Americans and Alaskan Natives face 
many of the same challenges from COVID-19 as the 
larger US population – a lack of ready access to testing 
and shortages of PPE – they also have the added burden 
of more underlying health conditions and chronic 
deficits in the Indian Health Service. Higher rates of 
obesity, diabetes, asthma, and heart disease complicate 
their health issues. What money does come to the 
Health Service often goes to medical care rather than to 
public health programs, putting Native Americans at 
increased risk during a pandemic. 

The lack of accurate data is another troublesome 
issue, including racial misclassification on forms and 
exclusion of data from analysis. Even so, a recent study 
of 23 states showed a 3.5 times higher risk for COVID-19 
infections compared to White Americans. COVID also 
affects more younger people compared to the general 
population: The median age for infection was 40, 
opposed to 51. The death rate was also much higher. 

Historical trauma and persistent racial inequity have 
contributed to disparities in health and socio-economic 
factors, leading to the increased incidence. Only 
$220,000 was designated for tribal communities in the 
CARES Act, illustrating the chronic underfunding of the 
Health Service.  

Native communities suffer from poor infrastructure 
as well. Many families live in multigenerational housing 
without running water, making isolation and frequent 
hand washing nearly impossible.  

Often, entire families are affected by the virus or 
have suffered multiple deaths. This added trauma 
increases the need for already scarce mental health 
services. Most tribal communities do not have a 
hospital, and many Native Americans are reluctant to 
leave tribal areas for acute care. Telehealth may 
provide some relief, but poor communication services 
will also make that difficult. 

The pandemic has highlighted disparities in our 
health care system generally. In Native American 
communities, however, the problems are 
overwhelming.  

[From ama-assoc.org, “Why COVID-19 is Decimating 
Some Native American Communities,” by Timothy M Smith, 
(May 13, 2020); MedPageToday.com, “COVID and Native 
Americans,” by Elizabeth Hlavinka (August 19, 2020); 
CNNHealth.com, “COVID-19 Incidence More Than Triple 
Among Native Americans,” by  Jacqueline Howard (August 21, 
2020) and  ScienceMagazine.org, “COVID-19 Data on Native 
Americans is a National Disgrace,” by Lizzie Wade (September 
24, 2020)].   

Native Americans: Crisis in Health Care? 
By Phyllis McPherron 

 

Due to treaties, the United States is legally 
obligated to provide health care to American Indians 
and Alaska Natives. The Indian Health Services (IHS) 
within the Department of Health and Human Services is 
responsible for providing health care for more than 2.2 
million people in  560 tribes. 

Congress has underfunded the agency for decades, 
which severely restricts the level of services that the 
health service offers. IHS funding would have to be 
doubled to match the minimal level of care provided to 
federal prisoners, and it would need to be even higher 
to match basic Medicaid benefits. 

The following are four specific ways to increase the 
equality of health for Native Americans: 
➢ Increasing scholarships for Native American 

studying in the health care professions. There is a 
shortage of thousands of health care providers, 
especially in rural areas. A scholarship program, 
started in 1978, has enabled 7,000 students to 
obtain their education and return to provide care 
for their communities. Expanding this program is 
essential to ensuring that communities have the 
needed health care providers. 

➢ Investing in public health and illness prevention to 
combat the impact of chronic diseases on Native 
Americans such as diabetes, hypertension, kidney 
failure and COPD. Poverty, poor education, and 
other life issues contribute to these issues, leading 
to a life expectancy that is 5.5 years less than the 
general US population. 

➢ Increasing the number of urban health centers for 
Native Americans. More than one half of Native 
Americans live in urban centers. Often there is no 
medical care provided by the IHS, so they go 
without care. Twenty states have some urban 
health programs, but they are underfunded. Native 
Americans need many additional urban health 
centers and an increase in the services they provide. 

➢ Improving access to specialty care. There are many 
obstacles to receiving the care of a specialist: 
transportation, cost, finding specialists who accept 
appointments, and fear of the unknown. Ways need 
to be found to obtain free flowing access for these 
referrals. 
Since 2015 there have been eight directors of the 

IHS. This has caused a chronic state of crisis and 
confusion. Politics and lack of funding have left Native 
Americans with a less than adequate health care 
system.  
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In researching information for this report, I found 
commonalities in articles about indigenous populations 
from multiple states. Poverty, under-served schools, dis-
couragement, bullying, and hopelessness abound.  

In this story, I highlight the findings from two 
particular articles that point to these common issues. 

Rebecca Claren is an award-winning journalist with 
Investigate West, a nonprofit journalism studio in the 
Pacific Northwest. Her article, “How America Is Failing 
Native American Students” (from The Nation, July 24, 
2017) paints a picture of how white privilege has turned a 
blind eye to the needs of a minority population and 
contributed to disparities in the educational experiences 
between white and Native American students.  

Claren reported on the Warm Springs reservation in 
central Oregon which is served by the Jefferson Co. 509J 
School District.  

Native Americans made up one third of the district’s 
student population, but were twice as likely to be 
suspended from school as their white peers and also 
received two thirds of the expulsions from 6th through 
12th grades in the 2015-16 school year. Fewer than two-
thirds of tribal high school seniors graduated in 2016.  

One 18 year old who had been suspended several 
times was quoted as saying that as a student, she “felt 
worthless – like I wasn’t worth the effort or patience to 
understand who I am and my history.”   

A veteran elementary teacher and administrator for 
the district for nearly 30 years described these Native 
American students as the kids the district had “thrown 
away.” 

Across the country “American Indian and Alaska 
Native students are disciplined more than most other 
racial groups, and they have a dropout rate twice the 
national average.”  

Government per-pupil allocations for Native 
students have steadily declined, and “there is little 
oversight of how the money is actually used.” 

Annie Waldman, ProPublica, and Erica L. Green, 
The New York Times, published an article at the end of 
2018 entitled “District of Despair: On a Montana 
Reservation, Schools Favor Whites Over Native 
Americans.”  

Reporting on the Wolf Point School District, which 
serves the Fort Peck Indian Reservation in 
northeastern Montana, the authors maintain that 
Native American students are “often ignored in the 
national conversation about the public school 
achievement gap,” and they “post some of the worst 
academic outcomes of any demographic group, 
according to federal reports.”  

This population is at high risk. “Underachievement 
and limited emotional support can contribute to a 
number of negative outcomes for Native youth, even 
suicide,” says the article. “Among ages 18-24, Native 
Americans have the highest rate of suicide in the 
nation: 23/100,000, compared with 15/100,000 white 
youths.” 

A complaint was filed with the U.S. Department of 
Education’s office for Civil Rights by the Tribal 
Executive Board of Fort Peck in June, 2017. In the 
complaint was a request for a federal investigation into 
“discrimination allegations against the Wolf Point 
School system. “ 

A year and a half after the complaint was filed, the 
Education Department had yet to open an 
investigation.” 

I encourage the reader to look up the articles cited 
here for a more in depth picture of the issues. Each 
includes compelling personal stories of struggle. 

Disparity and Despair: The Education Story for Many Native American Students 
By Sandy Peterson 

Fort Peck residents  challenge quality of education  at Wolf Point 
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The Sovereign School Alternative 
By Sandy Peterson 

 
 Kimberly Yavorski reported on a new way to look at education for indigenous students in an article entitled 

“Tackling the Native American Achievement Gap”, published in The Hill on January 7, 2020. More than 130,000 of 
Oklahoma’s roughly 703,000 public school students are Native American. Yavorski maintains that those minority 
students are often the subjects of bullying, stereotyping, suspensions, and expulsions. 

 Phil Gover is a former admissions counselor at Dartmouth, where he was in charge of Native American 
recruitment. The high school dropout rate of Native American students led Gover to found the Sovereign 
Community School in Oklahoma City. The students at this charter school come from different tribes but share a 
common tribal history (that of stolen land and wealth that was initially given to them). 

 Sovereign Community School is open to all but focuses on the needs of Native American students. Gover states 
that “the conversations we’re having aren’t just conversations about being Indian; it’s about who you are and where 
you come from and how you come to terms with that. But, also take that and use that as your strength. Take your 
power in your families and your culture and your history.” 

 The school offers small classes (8-14 when Yavorski’s article was written). When the school initially opened, 
only 6th and 9th grade students were enrolled. This year, 5th through 10th graders are accepted. Next year, they 
anticipate expanding through 12th grade. 

 The discipline philosophy at Sovereign does not focus on punishment but rather emphasizes helping students 
feel comfortable and safe. Physical and mental wellness is an overall theme. The curriculum is described as 
“holistic” and having “regular cultural experiences”. Education is “intertribal” and “everyday lessons incorporate 
traditions.”  Each subject area is “indigenized.” 

 Future plans envision Sovereign as a “full-service community school, with a campus clinic providing behavioral 
and health care services to students and eventually to their families and the community.”  The school is too new for 
having published academic data tracking. But students, parents, teachers, and the community buy-in to the 
philosophy and practices of Sovereign, making a compelling argument for this alternative school. 

 Gover is now focusing on the “Sovereign Schools Project.” This endeavor aims to set up similar charter schools 
in other tribal communities. 

Joy Harjo was appointed the United 
States poet laureate in 2019. Born in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma in 1951, Harjo is a 
member of the Mvskoka/Creek 
Nation. She is the author of several 
books of poetry, including An 
American Sunrise, released in 2019 
by W.W. Norton, and Conflict  
Resolution for Holy Beings (W.W. 
Norton, 2015). She is currently 
Chancellor of the Academy of 
American Poets and lives in Tulsa. 
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The Story of Black Elk 
By Norm Jensen 

 
Most of us have heard of Geronimo, Crazy Horse, Cochise, 

Sitting Bull, Tecumseh, and others, all famous Indian chiefs or 
warriors. But Black Elk? Probably not. 

He was one of those Indian legends about whom little is known. 
I was introduced to his story by a relative living in Blair, Nebraska. 
In Blair, on top of a large bluff near the Missouri River is a 
monument to honor Black Elk. This 44-foot tall monument is called 
“Tower of the Four Winds, a memorial to a Lakota Sioux holy man.” 

Much of what we know of Black Elk comes from his relationship 
with a professor at the University of Nebraska and later from the 
University of Missouri, John Neihardt, whom he met near the end 
of his life. From their conversations Neihardt wrote Black Elk 
Speaks, published in 1932 with an annotated edition released in 
2008. 

Black Elk was born in December, 1863 along the Little Powder 
River in Wyoming into an Oglala Lakota family. As a youth, he was 
taken ill and had a vision which he later related to medicine man. 
From his vision, Black Elk learned many things to help heal his 
people, as his family had a long history of medicine men. 

Black Elk was present at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876 
and participated in the fighting at Wounded Knee Massacre in 
1890. 

Black Elk married twice. He and his first wife, who converted to 
Catholicism, had thee girls. After her death, he remarried and had other children. Black Elk then converted 
to Catholicism and became a catechist. His second wife died in 1941. 

Black Elk joined Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show in 1887 and traveled to England where the troupe put on a 
command performance for Queen Victoria at her Golden Jubilee. The following year he toured Germany, 
France, and Italy. During his sojourn in Europe, Black Elk was given “abundant opportunity to study the 
white man's way of life.” Black Elk returned home to Pine Ridge in 1889. In 1890 He participated in the 
Wounded Knee Massacre. He stayed in Pine Ridge until the 1930’s.  

That’s when he was introduced to John Neihardt. Through many long hours of conversation, Neihardt 
turned the his stories into a book . Black Elk’s son served as interpreter, since his father spoke only Sioux. 
Neihardt’s daughter Hilda recorded and transcribed the story.  

In 1934, Black Elk rejoined the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show, but this time he created a presentation to 
teach tourists about Lakota culture and traditional sacred rituals, including the Sun Dance. The Sun Dance is 
a ceremony practiced by indigenous people, primarily those of the Plains cultures. It usually involves the 
community gathering together to pray for healing. Individuals make personal sacrifices on behalf of the 
community. 

Neihardt asked Black Elk why he had set aside his native traditions and baptized his children. Black Elk’s 
reply was, “My children had to live in this world.” In her 1995 memoir, Hilda Neihardt wrote that just before 
his death, Black Elk took his pipe and told his daughter Lucy Looks Twice, “The only thing I really believe is 
the pipe religion.” He was known as a wichasha wakon (holy man or priest). 

In 2016, the Roman Catholic Diocese of Rapid City opened an official cause for his canonization. He is 
now designated as a “Servant of God,” a title indicating that his life and works are being investigated by the 
Pope and the Catholic Church for possible canonization for sharing the Gospel with Native and non-Native 
people and harmonizing the Christian faith with Lakota culture. 

Black Elk died in 1950 at age 86 and is buried in Pine Ridge of South Dakota.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Neihardt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_the_Little_Bighorn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Queen_Victoria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plains_Indians
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hilda_Neihardt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic_Diocese_of_Rapid_City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Servant_of_God
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It’s been many years since my son Ben gave 

me the t-shirt. It was for a team called the “Fightin’ 
Whites” (That’s not me in the photo). At the time, I 
thought it a wry comment on teams and mascots 
named after Native American stereotypes. After 
all, back in those days, Chief Illiniwek still frolicked 
his faux war dance at halftime, and two nearby 
towns unapologetically called their high school 
teams the Redskins. 

 Years later I learned the story under the t-
shirt. Turns out the Fighting’ Whites were an actual 
team with an intentionally satiric name. In 2002, 
several people at University of Northern Colorado 
formed a group to advocate against the use of 
Native American stereotypes. The group took the 
unwieldy name of Coloradans Against Ethnic 
Stereotyping in Colorado Schools (CAESCS) and 
selected its first target: the Eaton High School 
Fightin’ Reds, situated less than 10 miles up the 
road from the university. 

The attempt to persuade Eaton to abandon its 
team name failed, as most do. But following this 
defeat, the Director of Student Services, Solomon 
Little Owl, recruited a few students – mostly but 
not all Native Americans – and formed an 
intramural basketball team. They chose for their 
name – you guessed it – the Fightin’ Whites. 

“The message is, let’s do something that will 
let people see the other side of what it’s like to be 
a mascot,” said Little Owl in 2002 (as reported by 
the Greeley Tribune). “I am really offended by this 
mascot issue, and I hope the people that support 
the Eaton mascot will get offended by this.” 

The Story of the Fightin’ Whites 
By Fred Spannaus 

For a few weeks, the Fightin’ Whites were 
something of a national rage, even selling t-shirts 
online, which is likely where Ben found one for me.  

Sadly, the satire fell a little flat. The white 
citizens of Eaton were not sufficiently offended.  

When an oppressed group makes fun of the 
dominant group, it’s simply not the same thing as 
when the powerful mock the powerless.  

And that’s the nub of this issue of Native 
American team names and mascots: They are 
chosen by majority-white organizations, and they 
invariably are rooted in stereotypes that, to most 
of the minority group, are horrifyingly offensive.  

But majority groups tend to be tone-deaf to 
satire. Case in point: Some Caucasians missed the 
point entirely, believing that the Fightin’ Whites 
were a white-pride organization. 

Today my Fightin’ Whites t-shirt is worn out. In 
2007, the University of Illinois formally “retired” 
Chief Illiniwek (below) over boisterous objections. 
Out in Colorado, Eaton High School now calls its 
teams simply “The Reds,” but their feather-headed 
logo (above) betrays their actual history.  

Back here in Central Illinois, Nokomis and 
Sullivan High Schools still call their teams the 
Redskins, and without a trace of shame.  


