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The Declaration of Independence and Native Americans 

July 4, 2021 

Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

 

“The Day” is the local paper here in these parts of CT.  A couple of weeks ago 

there was a guest editorial that took issue with critical race theory and with a 

local colleague of mine and the church he serves for their anti-racism work.  It is 

so hair raising that I sit down immediately to write a letter to the editor in 

response. My letter is published.  I read the comments. I know what you’re 

thinking but I always read the comments because they never fail to get me 

some good sermon fodder and quotes.  This time was no exception.  Here’s 

what one of my neighbors had to say.   

 

Right out of the gate he writes:  Let me guess you're a liberal.  

 

To which I would say:  Unabashedly so, yes sir, I am.    

 

In response to my saying that all Americans should be required to visit the 

Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, AL to witness the truth of our 

history the commenter says:  

 

Who else [but a liberal] would believe in forcing other people you don't know to 

do something so they see your point of view?  Why tar all Americans with the sins 

of Alabama and the south?  

 

There’s so much to unpack here but I’ll be brief in giving voice to what you 

already know.  

 

While it is true that all history has a point of view, what we’re now experiencing is 

a reckoning with a point of view that for generations has been skewed by those 

who have had power over marginalized and oppressed communities and with 

that their stories.  Their history.  

 

And to the commenters second point.  

I trust that you’re at least minimally aware that Connecticut – and whatever 

northern state from which you may be joining – had plenty to do with slavery.  If 

you’re not aware or even minimally aware, I commend to you the book, 

Complicity: How the North Promoted, Prolonged, and Profited from Slavery by 

Anne Farrow, Joel Lang & Jenifer Frank – journalists at the Hartford Courant. 

We’ll put that title and the authors in the chat.   
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I thank the commenter for setting the stage for us this morning. 

 

Every year for the 4th of July service I examine a phrase or section of the 

Declaration of Independence.  In all of these years, I’ve not made my way 

down the whole of it, past the soaring language that says – say it with me at 

home if you know it by heart -  

 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 

they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among 

these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”   

 

What comes next is a long list of grievances against the British king. The long list – 

27 in all – is launched with these words:   

 

“The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries 

and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute 

tyranny over these states. To prove it, let facts be submitted to a candid world.” 

 

With pen in hand, Thomas Jefferson lays these out one by one.  The first 26 seem 

perfectly reasonable and familiar:  taxation without representation; cutting off 

the colonies’ foreign trade; amassing armies; and your basic burning of towns, 

and destroying the lives of the (white) colonists.  

 

And then, comes item 27, the subject of this reflection. 

 

You don’t see it coming as it sneaks up on you at the very last of what has been, 

as I said, reasonable complaints.  And then …. : 

 

The King of Great Britain has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has 

endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian 

savages, whose known rule of warfare, is undistinguished destruction of all ages, 

sexes and conditions.  

 

“Wait. What? What did I just read?”  You go back and read it again because 

you’re thinking, “Oh no.” And you realize: Oh yes.   Because the next paragraph 

simply wraps it all up with these words: 

 

In every stage of these oppressions we have petitioned for redress in the most 

humble terms: our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated 

injury. A prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which may define 

a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people.  

 

To that last line, the one about character marked by acts that define tyranny, 

you nearly choke on the irony – where most certainly, no irony was meant.   
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Here’s some history from indigenous people’s point of view. It’s not so pretty.  But 

it’s true. 

 

An article in The Atlantic magazine by a historian of Native people laid it out.   

 

At the time of the Declaration’s writing, there had been an increase in violence 

caused by colonists invading Native lands west of the Appalachian Mountains.  

A confederacy of over five Native nations was formed in response – in self-

defense.  But Thomas Jefferson knew that there would be benefit in stoking anti-

Indian racism.  Jeffery Oster, the article’s author explains, “… the 27th grievance 

helped lay the foundation for an American nationalism that would demonize 

the continent’s indigenous people, especially when they resisted American 

aggressions.”  (“The Shameful Final Grievance of the Declaration of 

Independence” by Jeffrey Ostler in “The Atlantic” February 8, 2020) 

 

Exactly when the colonists were breaking away from England, Native Americans 

were preparing to defend their own freedom and save their lives for they 

believed – for good reason – that the colonists were determined to exterminate 

them.  “Genocide” was not a word that was in use at the time but it is basically 

what Native people described.   

 

And so the 27th grievance serves as a dog whistle – also a phrase that wasn’t 

known in the 18th century but we know well what it means today.  It was a signal 

that the war would serve a dual purpose:  to gain independence from Great 

Britain AND to seize all indigenous lands.   

 

As all history is, this history is more complex.  I hope you’ll take time to check it 

out.   

 

Because, as the writer concludes, “… the 27th grievance reveals that the original 

sin at America’s founding was twofold.  America was built by the labor of 

enslaved people.  It was also built on stolen lands and the genocide of 

indigenous peoples.”  And finally, “To understand where this country is now and 

to imagine a truly just future, America needs to reckon with both of these hard 

truths.” 

 

This is truth – truth few Americans are aware of.  But what’s worse – as we can 

see from the comment section of any newspaper in the land – too few are 

committed to reckoning with the chasm between what we were taught and all 

that was kept from us.   

 

What does it mean to be liberal religionist? What does it mean to be a Unitarian 

Universalist? For one, it means an openness to change.  As theologian James 
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Luther Adams – defined to be a liberal religionist is to understand that 

“revelation is continuous”.  Sometimes the revelation is painful.  Such is our 

country’s original sins:  slavery and the decimation of Native peoples and the 

violent displacement from the land they had named as home long before 

Europeans landed on these shores.  Here in southeastern CT we live among 

several nations that survived against all odds and have built lives of dignity.  We 

have much to learn from and with the proud people of those nations.   

 

For many years now, Unitarian Universalists have offered land 

acknowledgements at the start of our national gatherings– meaning 

acknowledgement is given to the truth that the lands we claim are not our own. 

Truthfullly, however sincere, the start of this effort was somewhat fraught and 

often awkward. We know better now.  We know that to offer such 

acknowledgement is to undertake some serious learning so that the 

acknowledgment comes from a place of respectful understanding.   

 

We will undertake such learning and launch this effort with this, our annual 

consideration of the Declaration of Independence.   

 

In the meantime, on this Fourth of July, let’s remember another line of that 

cornerstone document, the one that says:  “… for the support of this 

declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we 

mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor.” 

 

It is a worthy aspiration.  Let’s strive for that mutuality and care as we seek to 

make right the wrongs of our past. 

 

Amen.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


