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Chief Anthony Morales of the Gabrieleño Tongva San Gabriel Band of Mission Indians
signs a list of 17 protocols to promote more respect and understanding among
Native American tribes in California and the Los Angeles Archdiocese. (NiCo
Graph/La Placita Church)
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After about 12 years of discussions, Los Angeles Archbishop José Gomez signed 17
new protocols in March that serve as guidelines for churches and their institutions to
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welcome and include Native Americans of California.

"We honor the rich contributions that the 'first peoples' of the land have made to the
Catholic Church from the beginning — here in Los Angeles and throughout the
Americas," Gomez said in a press release.

The protocols include a range of topics, including the prohibition of using Native
American burial sites as construction sites, allowing events that involve the formal
participation of Native Americans to use a traditional blessing with a sacred herb,
and specifically stating that Native Americans are not to be invited to events
"merely for purposes of demonstration or cultural expression but for appropriate, full
and active participation."

Los Angeles Auxiliary Bishop Edward Clark said the idea came after restructuring
and budget cuts in the Los Angeles Archdiocese in the early 2000s, part of which
impacted the Office of Ethnic Ministries. The cuts caused worry among Native
Americans that their demographic would lose its voice in the church.

Instead, the archdiocese hoped to create a list of protocols to insure that wouldn't
happen — but that idea took another 12 years to finalize.

"We came up with five, or six or seven [protocols]," Clark said. From there, some
advisors in the Native American community suggested several other guidelines.

The archdiocese, Clark said, aimed to educate people in the church, clergy and other
groups to respect the Native American traditions and their concerns, while Native
American tribes hoped to use the opportunity to specifically point out areas the
church could improve.
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Together, leaders from the archdiocese and Native American tribes created a list of
17 protocols — something Rudy Ortega Jr. tribal president at Ferñandeno Tataviam
Band of Mission Indians, said is a "good step towards a better relationship."

The lengthy rollout was a measured approach by both groups. Representatives of
each side said they took the time to be completely thorough in their promises and to
improve the archdiocese and Native American tribes' relationships with each other.
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"We wanted to be sure that we're building a better relationship for tomorrow's
generations," Ortega said. "We didn't want to repeat the past."

There are longstanding tensions between the Catholic Church and some Native
American tribes, tensions that are often tied to missionary efforts, colonization and
its impact on native cultures. Historically, there has also been a lack of Native
American leaders in the Catholic Church.

To ensure change, Clark said there were long discussions and constant
communication.

"When we even made one change to the wording, we would send it back to this
committee of elders," Clark said. "It was a back-and-forth process."

But the process wasn't without its own set of road bumps and challenges.

Leaders from the Los Angeles Archdiocese and Native American tribes gathered in
late March to sign a list of protocols to help promote more respect among the two
groups. Pictured from left to right are Sylvia Mendivil Salazar, coordinator for Native
American Concerns for the Los Angeles Archdiocese; Auxiliary Bishop Edward Clark;
Teresa M. Romero, chair of the Juaneño Band of Mission Indians, Acjachemen Nation;
Chief Anthony Morales, Gabrieleño/Tongva, San Gabriel Band of Mission Indians;



Archbishop José H. Gomez; Elise Tripp, member of Santa Ynez Band of Chumash
Indians Elders Board; and Rudy J. Ortega Jr., tribal president of the Fermandeño
Talavian Band of Mission Indians. (Angelus News/Victor Alemán)

In 2015, Pope Francis announced the canonization of Fr. Juní​​pero Serra in
recognition of his work as "the evangelizer of the West in the United States" —
something many people, especially Native Americans, were outwardly against.

In 1769, Serra founded nine missions located from the Mexican-U.S. border to just
north of San Francisco. One of the functions of these missions was to "assimilate the
native people by making them into productive citizens of the empire," Robert
Senkewicz, a historian, told The Atlantic. Twice the church has apologized for the
treatment and punishment of Native Americans by Catholics, as well as the spread
of disease to tribes by Westerners.

When the canonization of Serra was announced, though, Native American tribes
began to question how sincere the church was when working with them.

"We're very conscious of the whole situation with Serra," Clark said. "I think they had
a concern that the church was making promises once again that wouldn't be
followed through. So we had to spend some time building a sense of trust among
them."

The guidelines were close to being finished at the time, but both parties decided to
hold off on issuing them in order to build trust among the groups and, Clark said, to
make sure it wasn't seen as just a response to Serra's canonization but something
that had been worked on for many years.

Even so, the canonization leaves some members of the Native American community
worried and distrustful.

"It doesn't change everybody's opinion," Ortega said. "There are folks that have
doubts that these promises will be upheld by the church."
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Archbishop José H. Gomez signs a list of 17 protocols to promote more respect and
understanding among Native American tribes in California and the Los Angeles
Archdiocese.(NiCo Graph/La Placita Church)

Ortega said it was still important for both Native Americans and the archdiocese to
work past what happened in 2015, though.



"I felt that today, if we're going to build better communities, we need to better
understand one another," Ortega said. "Mistakes are bound to happen and occur,
but if we don't have dialogue and conversation about them, then there's no way to
improve it."

One step is a better understanding of the ties between Native Americans and the
history in California. Clark said the third and fourth grade curriculum in Los Angeles
Catholic schools is being rewritten, and eighth and 11th graders are going to get
new sections about Native American history.

"So that they don't get this sugary, unhistorical understanding of the missions and of
the Natives but that they hear the real history," Clark said. "They have long said,
'Why aren't people telling our story.' And we said we will."

The Los Angeles Archdiocese is also giving complete access to Native American
burial sites that are on properties owned by the Catholic Church and access to
Native American family records contained in the books or archives associated with
the archdiocese.

But there's a lot of information that wasn't recorded and is unknown about the
church's history and its relationship with Native American tribes.

For example, Clark said the church is paying for a study about the church's position
and involvement in a state-funded genocide against Native Americans. According to
the LA Times, in the 1850s, the California state government paid up to $5 bounties
for Native American people's body parts.

"If we find the church is responsible in some way, we will make a formal apology; if
we find the church really had no responsibility, we will make a statement of
solidarity," Clark said. "But we promise we will help them to get the story of the
genocide broadly known in California."

Clark acknowledges there is a long way to go before there is complete trust and
healing from the past but that every step forward is important.

"Just following through with what we've promised and showing respect at every
occasion," he said, "is going to be the best way of healing."

[Heather Adams is a freelance reporter based in Los Angeles. She loves talking
about religion and can be found doing so on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.]
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