
 

Becoming Better Relatives 
UCL Indigenous Month July History 

 
The Beginnings 

The Task Force on Dismantling White Supremacy was established by the UCL Board in 
March 2020 in response to a Congregational Study Action Issue (CSA), Undoing Intersectional 
White Supremacy. Members of the task force included Christine Davis, Jackie Egan, Dan 
Payzant, JoEllen Polzien, Morissa Raymond, Emily Cameron Shattil, Mary K Stillwell, Lori 
Straatmann, and B. J. Wheeler. 

 
Suddenly the pandemic changed church life: YouTube became the platform for church 

services and ZOOM offered a variety of ways to stay connected.  
The Task Force on Dismantling White Supremacy continued its work online. One of the 

Task Forces major initiatives was participation in Beloved Conversations: Within, a program 
developed by the Meadville Lombard Theological School. Offered digitally during the pandemic, 
the Beloved Conversations program of study gave over 50 UCL church members the opportunity 
to be more open and curious about our personal assumptions, to take a look at how white people, 
informed by the Western tradition, may have values and attitudes that we take for granted, but 
may not be the same as others in our pluralistic society, to be more cognizant and respectful of 
cultural differences, to better listeners, for example. The semester-long course included 
individual study: videos and readings accompanied by prompts for reflection, bi-weekly small 
group conversations, and larger, monthly, facilitated meaning-making sessions. 

 
 



 
 

The survey: When doors opened again, church members—like the rest of Lincoln and the 
world-- were hungry for connection with each other and with our wider community, past and 
present. The Task Force launched a survey, asking members where their interests lie in furthering 
the goals of Beloved Conversations within our community. 
​ A surprise finding of the survey was the congregation’s desire to create a land 
acknowledgement, one that went beyond words and was grounded in relationship. We wanted to 
learn more about the peoples who once lived where we lived and well as deepen our relationship 
with those who currently live in our community.  

Among those who worked to bring the land acknowledgement into being were: our 
former settled minister, Oscar Sinclair, the UCL Worship Associates, and many committee 
members who came and went and are currently active. Among the initial participants were Judy 
Hart, Arden Hill, Judy Kelly, Suzanne V Shackelford, Emily Cameron Shattil. We were joined 
by Jackie Egan, Tim Hopkins, Jackie Kehl, Erica Birky Rios, Mary Sommermeyer, Jamie Todd, 
Mark Weddleton, Ellen Wilson, and Nathan Woodruff.  
​ We sought a variety of avenues—sermons, films, art works, speakers, events, 
conversations, lectures—that would lead to engagement and understanding of both our heritage 
and our community.  
 
Guidance: We turned to Dr. Margaret Jacobs, Director of the Center for Great Plains Studies, 
and journalist Kevin Abourezk, member of the Rosebud Sioux tribe, for guidance. Their project, 
Reconciliation Rising, through films and podcasts, showcase the lives and work of Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous people engaged in facing often traumatic histories. With their help, we 
began developing our month-long program consisting of speakers at Sunday services and special 
events during the week. Little did we know what lay ahead. 
 
Community Involvement: 



 
Not long after, in April 2022, the Lincoln City Council approved zoning changes and 
annexations that would allow the construction of a 75-acre development of single-family homes, 
town houses, apartments, and 30,000 square feet of commercial space, disrupting one of the 
city’s oldest and most used Native sweat lodges. When a group local of Native Americans 
erected the Niskithe Prayer Camp on the proposed site and lobbied the city council,1 many 
church members rallied at the camp and in the council chamber to offer support and resources. A 
strong relationship with our Native community neighbors took root. 

 
The Return of the Otoe-Missouria to Their Homeland: 
The following month, Abourezk and Jacobs invited church members to a potluck dinner to meet 
with a small group of Otoe-Missouria tribal members who were visiting the Lincoln area. A year 
earlier, while Margaret Jacobs was helping harvest corn with Debra Echo-Hawk, Keeper of the 
Seeds for the Pawnee Nation, she met Cory DeRoin, an Otoe-Missouria relative of Echo-Hawk. 
“We got to talking as we were processing corn, shelling corn, roasting corn, and joking around 
the fire,” Jacobs recalled. “We got to talking with Cory about whether it would be possible for 
the Otoe-Missouria to re-establish ties with their homeland.”2 
 

Our Program: Speakers, research, discussions, films, and art exhibits made up our summer 
program and all the while we learned more about the land on which we lived and the people who 
came before us. Members met to discuss, draft, and revise a land acknowledgement. 

 

2 
https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/news/news-articles/our-people-made-it-otoe-missouria-descendants-welcomed-b
ack-to-nebraska-200-years-after-being-forced-out/ (5/29/2020) 
 

1 Niskithe, Omaha, meaning Saltwater.  
 

https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/news/news-articles/our-people-made-it-otoe-missouria-descendants-welcomed-back-to-nebraska-200-years-after-being-forced-out/
https://nebraskapublicmedia.org/en/news/news-articles/our-people-made-it-otoe-missouria-descendants-welcomed-back-to-nebraska-200-years-after-being-forced-out/


 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
Rev. Oscar Sinclair read the Land Acknowledgement drafted by the congregation from the pulpit 
on September 18. The Acknowledgement was to be  a “living document,” to be edited as need 
arose. 
 
Our Original Land Acknowledgement: 
 

We acknowledge the land and the people who have called this place home for thousands 
of years. The Otoe-Missouria, Omaha, Ponca, Kansa, and Pawnee have lived here at one 
time. Many others have visited to collect salt at the local salt basin. “Niskithe,” by which 
this area continues to be known, is the Omaha word for salt water. We thank them all for 
their good care of this sacred ground. 

We also take this opportunity to formally renounce the Doctrine of Discovery that 
paved the way for the degradation of Native inhabitants and the unlawful appropriation 
of the land. We recognize that we continue to benefit from these past actions. While we 
cannot change the past, we are committed to right relationship with our Native 
neighbors.  Indigenous peoples of many nations make their home in Lincoln today. 

We value their contribution to our community’s vitality and diversity. These are 
not idle words; our commitment is to action. We pledge to show up in support of local 
and national policies, programs, and measures that demand redress for lands taken, that 
offer justice for harm committed, and that seek to promote self-determination and equity 
for all peoples. 
 



 
Otoe-Missouria Day: 
Three days later, UCL members were present when Lincoln Mayor Leirion Gaylor Baird 
proclaimed Sept. 21 Otoe-Missouria Day and welcomed nation back to their ancestral 
homelands. Jacobs spoke during the ceremony: “You [the Otoe-Missouria] have so much to 
teach us about how to persist through hard times; how to face up to (and honor) our histories and 
our ancestors; how to rebuild and restore one's culture and society; how to be good stewards to 
our precious lands and waters; and how to be good relatives. I hope that this is only the 
beginning of a long and fruitful kinship.”  
 
The UCL hosted a welcome home dinner for the Otoe-Missouria tribal members who had 
made the trip from Oklahoma to Lincoln for the proclamation. Each visitor received a small 
bag of salt to commemorate the salt beds that lay on their homeland in Nebraska. 
​ Our relationship with the Indian Center Continued to grow. They were selected as 
2022-2023 Share the Plate recipients.  
 

 



Year Two: 2023 
While the congregation turned its attention to learning about the 8th Principle, focus on our 
relationship with our Indigenous community continued.  
​ The UCL’s relationship with the NAACP is long-standing. Early church minister Arthur 
Weatherly was, in fact, one of the organization’s founders. Church members continued to be 
active in the organization. The local quarterly NAACP newsletter was edited by a UCL member 
in 2025. 
 
May 2023 Congregational Meeting: 
After months of study and discussion, the UCL adopted the 8th Principle at the May 2023 
Congregational Meeting. 

 
 
Otoe-Misssouria Day 2023: In July Jacobs invited Judy Hart, then UCL Board Chair, and Mary 
K Stillwell to meet with Kevin Abourezk and several others to plan the upcoming return of the 
Otoe-Missouria tribal members in September for Otoe-Missouria Day. 

Although housing and a welcoming lunch would be provided by the University for the 
travelors, no funds were available for activities and materials. Judy Hart wove 50 welcoming 
baskets. UCL members crocheted washcloths and other items for the baskets. The Wachiska 
Audubon Society, the Lincoln Indian Center, the Intertribal Medicine Collective, and other 
community groups who supplied mugs, tea, sweetgrass, beaded earrings, and pottery. 
​ For the second year in a row, UCL members celebrated Otoe-Missouria Day on 
September 21 with a proclamation by the Lincoln mayor followed by speeches, drumming, and a 
luncheon at the University. Through the dining room windows, we looked out on teepees erected 
by the UNL Unite, a student group created to promote and support Indigenous students at the 
University.  
 

Travelers Stop by the UCL for Lunch: 
The following day, after a rainy morning on the prairie, Otoe-Missouria travelers stopped 
by the Church to share lunch with members. No longer were UCL members and visitors 
strangers to one another. In the afternoon we saw them off on their journey home by way 
of Indian Cave State Park. 

 
Walking in the Footsteps of our Ancestors: As the year came to an end, UNL’s Center for 
Great Plains Studies announced that the Center and the Otoe-Missouria Tribe, now based in Red 

https://www.omtribe.org/


Rock, Oklahoma, received a three-year, $1.58 million grant from the Mellon Foundation. Jacobs 
and Christina Faw Faw Goodson, Otoe-Missouria Tribe member and Native language 
specialist served as codirectors of the project, Walking in the Footsteps of Our Ancestors: 
Re-Indigenizing Southeast Nebraska.”  Ahadada Wathigre Hįnéwi Ke, as the project is known in 
Jiwere Nut'achi, seeks to “promote healing and reconciliation in southeast Nebraska by 
reconnecting the Otoe-Missouria to their homelands and engaging non-Native people with the 
history and ongoing presence of the Tribe and other Indigenous peoples in our region.”3 Two 
members of the UCL were invited to join the project’s Building Relationships Group to help plan 
and implement Otoe-Missouria Day each year. 
 
 
2024 July Programming: 
 

 

3 https://plains.unl.edu/projects/walking-footsteps-our-ancestors/ 

https://www.mellon.org/?gclid=Cj0KCQiApOyqBhDlARIsAGfnyMqBJghgvSncqLidhCqEVmtERvL9TywZubR2zlk0Iu3jFY0QL1kFSHkaAgqbEALw_wcB
https://www.unl.edu/plains/walking-footsteps-our-ancestors
https://www.unl.edu/plains/walking-footsteps-our-ancestors


 

   
 
 
 
Indigenous programming July 2025: 
 



 
 



 
 
Becoming Good Relatives Continues: 
ULC members continue to be involved with the Lincoln Indian Center and with the Following in 
the Footsteps of Our Ancestors.  Join us for July 2026 Services and Events. 
 
[add calendar here when it’s available] 

 
 



 
 
 


