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Sacred return

With the transfer of property in urban Denver from the Rocky 

Mountain Synod to the Four Winds American Indian Council, 

Lutherans took an important symbolic step toward bringing justice, 

healing, restoration and reconciliation between indigenous Americans 

and those who came from other continents. 

Exercise 1: Justice
The prophet Amos gives us perhaps the best known Bible verse concerning 
justice: “But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-
flowing stream” (Amos 5:24). But what does justice mean? Explore:

Read Amos 5:10-13.

• The prophet speaks the voice of God. What are the specific transgressions 
that infuriate God? List them.

• Who are the victims? What is being done to them and why?

• Who are the ones who are doing the victimizing? Why?

• Why are these transgressions an offense to God?

• What does God promise to give the offenders? How is that “justice”?

Read Amos 5:21-24.

• List the worship practices described in the passage. 

• What are their specific purposes in Amos’ Jewish community? In other 
words, how do the practices mediate the relationship between people and 
God?

• What does God’s rebuke of those practices mean?

• Why do their practices displease God?

• In light of the foregoing verses, what does justice in verse 24 mean?

• What would Amos’ community have to do differently to live out this 
justice? 

Define justice

Working as a group, come up with a definition of biblical justice as it would 
arise from the Amos passage.
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For us today

• What injustices have American Indians suffered in the five centuries since 
Europeans came to America?

• What would it mean for our worshiping community to embrace and live 
out justice?

• How is the transfer of property in Denver important, both concretely and 
symbolically?

• What would Amos say?

Exercise 2: Continental scope
Close your eyes and imagine the American continents—North, Central and 
South—as they were before 1492 when Christopher Columbus landed on its 
shores. From the viewpoint of a European in that day, it was vast, wild and 
untamed, with no cities to rival Rome or London, no powerful governments 
or armies in the mold of Spain or England, no developed system of capital-
ism and no unifying religion like Christianity. But there were people there. 
Estimates are that up to 75 million lived in diverse communities and different 
environments, from Arctic to mountain to jungle to plains to coast. Research 
the following questions and discuss:

• Who were the original Americans? Where did they come from and when?

• Where did they live, and what were the major subgroups?

• What was their economic system, values and community organization?

• By and large, did the European settlers view the New World more as a land 
to be shared with its inhabitants, or as a land to be occupied and exploited?

• Did Europeans view American Indians as people equally entitled as Euro-
peans to dignity, human rights, property rights and a peaceable life? If not, 
what did they view them as? What did the term “savages” mean?

• How did the worldview of Europeans contrast with that of American 
Indians in such important matters as values, organization, structure and 
lifestyle?

• How did the technological sophistication of both civilizations compare? 
Which had a technological advantage?

• Which civilization—American Indian or European—is dominant in North 
America today? How did that happen? Why? 

Exercise 3: Poverty, problems
As a subgroup, American Indians and Alaska Natives have the highest rate of 
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poverty in the U.S., according to a Census Department report (www.census.
gov/prod/2013pubs/acsbr11-17.pdf). At 27 percent, the poverty rate means 
that more than one in four American Indians and Alaska Natives lives in pov-
erty. The rate was almost double the national poverty rate (14.5 percent) and 
far above the rate for whites (11 percent). Moreover, the Pew Research Center 
reports that American Indians and Alaska Natives had a high school dropout 
rate of 11 percent, compared to 5 percent for whites. And NBC News reports 
that 11.7 percent of deaths for American Indians and Alaska Natives are 
alcohol-related, compared to 3.3 percent in the population as a whole. Discuss:

• To what degree are poverty and problems the consequence of symptoms of 
injustice?

• What is the link between systemic injustice on the one hand, and education, 
economics and health on the other?

• Given the long history of injustice done to American Indians and Alaska 
Natives, what responsibility does our wider culture have to help?

• What is our responsibility, as God’s people, to help people and restore 
justice?

Exercise 4: Local Indian history
Before Christopher Columbus, people lived and died in your community and 
state. As a church group, research who they were.

• How did they live?

• What were they like?

• How did they respond when Europeans came?

• Where are they now?

• What remnants of their lives can you still see today?

•  Were there injustices done to the native people? How might they be atoned 
for?
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It was a sacred event in a sacred 
space, and those who were there 
left convinced that they’d been 

joined by countless unseen others to 
watch history come full circle. 

The Lutherans in the group spoke 
of the Danish immigrants who pur-
chased a small plot of land in central 
Denver more than 100 years ago and 
consecrated it for worship and the 
shaping of a community. The Amer-
ican Indians spoke of ancestors, 
summoned from the four directions 
in the sacred pipe ceremony. Both 
spoke of the pain and brokenness 
that has marked so much of the his-
tory between indigenous people and 
those whose ancestors immigrated 
to this land. 

But the two cultures came 
together March 28 to recognize the 
value both place on sacred space 
and to acknowledge the role it plays 
in our connection to the divine and 
each other. 

Legally speaking, what happened 
was a transfer of ownership of 

property from the Rocky Mountain 
Synod to the Four Winds American 
Indian Council. Spiritually speak-
ing, what happened was much more 
profound. It was, in the words of 
George Tinker, founder and elder 
of Four Winds, a “stunning and 
remarkable ceremonial moment.”

Purchased by Danes
The property in question—at the 
corner of Fifth Avenue and Bannock 
Street in a part of Denver that until 
recently verged on the seedy—was 
purchased by Danish immigrants 
in 1912 for $2,150. On it they built 
a sturdy brick church: Bethany 
Danish Lutheran. For the next 60 
years the building housed this com-
munity of faith, where generations 
of Lutherans came to be baptized, 
married, nurtured in the faith and 
inspired by the holy.

But by 1973 membership had 
dwindled to the point of no return. 
The congregation was dissolved, 
with ownership of the building and 

neighboring parsonage turned over 
to the American Lutheran Church, 
an ELCA predecessor. In 1988 it 
passed to the Rocky Mountain 
Synod. 

The building didn’t sit empty. 
From 1973 to 1986 it housed 
Lutheran Social Services of Colo-
rado. In 1986 an Episcopal/Lutheran 
community, Living Waters Indian 
Ministry, moved in and called Tin-
ker as its pastor. 

“Tink,” as he is widely known, 
was a Lutheran pastor who had 
earned a master of divinity degree 
from Pacific Lutheran Theological 
Seminary and a doctorate in bibli-
cal studies at Graduate Theological 
Union, both in Berkeley, Calif. The 
son of an Osage Nation father, he 
joined the faculty of the Iliff School 
of Theology in Denver in 1985.

Today, as the Clifford Baldridge 
Professor of American Indian 
Cultures and Religious Traditions 
at Iliff, he has opened the eyes 
of thousands of students to the 
atrocities committed against native 
people and the church’s complicity 
in them.

Text by Rebecca Jones               Photos by Dale Horkey

Sacred return
In Denver, a ‘stunning, remarkable  
ceremonial moment’

Shannon Francis (standing), president of the 
Four Winds American Indian Council, speaks as 
American Indian and Lutheran ancestors are 
invoked during a ceremony at which the Rocky 
Mountain Synod, based in Denver, handed over 
a historic church to the council.  
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Living Waters gradually evolved 
into the Four Winds American 
Indian Council in 1989, of which 
Tinker was a founding member. 
Four Winds continued to use the 
buildings at Fifth and Bannock—
rent-free—for ceremonial and 
spiritual purposes and as a com-
munity center for urban American 
Indians. 

“Our families had wakes and 
funerals there. People were mar-
ried. Babies were welcomed into 
our world. Indian organizations met 
and held meetings or classes over 
the years. Our young ones grew into 
adulthood here at Fifth and Ban-
nock,” Tinker said. “This was a place 
where all Indian folk could feel 
comfortable coming to pray, each in 
their own traditional way.”

Wise stewardship
The Rocky Mountain Synod Council 
had struggled for years regarding 
what to do with the historic church. 
Selling it would force Four Winds 
out of the building that had been 
its home for 25 years. What did 
wise stewardship demand in this 
situation? 

After much prayer and delibera-
tion, another option presented itself. 
The synod could donate the site, 
but only if Four Winds obtained the 
necessary nonprofit status, which it 
did in 2014. 

In January the synod council 
voted unanimously to transfer the 
deed to the property to Four Winds. 
On March 28—a glorious spring day 
in Denver with cloudless blue skies 
and the promise of Easter soon to 
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come—several dozen members of 
both communities came together in 
the old church to mark the transfer 
with appropriate ritual.

Drums were beaten. Hymns were 
sung. Prayers were said. Gifts were 
exchanged. Food was shared. 

The synod presented a simple 
plaque to Four Winds that said: “In 
a spirit of gentleness the people of 
the [synod] … return this sacred 
ground to Four Winds American 
Indian Council as a gift for the gen-
erations: past, present and future.”

James Gonia, synod bishop, said, 
“I hope and pray that this day of 

observance and celebration makes 
a new chapter in our relationship. I 
pray that we can continue to walk 
together in respect and love. ... I 
know that we are better together if 
we commit ourselves to accompany-
ing one another for the sake of love 
and service in the world.”

Added Dena Williams, an ELCA 
pastor and a liaison to Four Winds: 
“Turning over the buildings to Four 
Winds is the right thing to do. I 
see this as the Lutherans returning 
sacred ground to American Indian 
people. It was never really ours to 
begin with.”  M 

George “Tink” Tinker (at right in red) is a founder and elder of Four Winds. Tinker’s mother was a 
Norwegian Lutheran and his father a member of the Osage Nation of Oklahoma.
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