
The Reverend David R. Jennys has served the yoked church communities of
Beresford-Centerville United Church of Christ in South Dakota since

February 2014. Pastor Jennys, who is of European ancestry, supports the UCC’s
“Sacred Conversation on Race” initiative and is an ally to Native Americans in his
conference.  He has been intentional about learning their struggles, especially in
light of the centuries-old concept known as the “Doctrine of Discovery,” so that
he and his community can provide service to others with an informed mind and
heart. 

The Doctrine of Discovery is a series of 15th-century church documents that
justify the colonization and oppression of indigenous peoples. These papal decrees
gave Christian explorers the right to lay claim to any land that was not inhabited
by Christians and was available to be “discovered.” If its inhabitants could be
converted, they might be spared. If not, they could be enslaved or killed.

The discovery concept was written into United States law to deny land rights to
American Indians through a Supreme Court decision in 1823 that stripped
American Indians of their own independence, providing a rationale for taking land
away from the indigenous peoples, with the support of federal law. 

The doctrine’s modern influence has justified efforts to eliminate indigenous
languages, practices and worldviews, and it affects Native American sovereignty and
treaty obligations.
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For Pastor Jennys, it was important to help
people understand how Native Americans are
still being impacted by the Doctrine of Discovery
as lands are being used without their consent—
particularly in relation to the laying of the
Keystone XL Pipeline.

In hope of engaging his congregation on this
controversial subject, Pastor Jennys shared an
article opposing the pipeline from the Indigenous
Environmental Network titled,  “Keystone XL
Pipeline: Now is Time to Keep Promises to Great
Sioux Nation.”  While some folk believed being
too political could scare new members away,
others felt it was an appropriate venue for
discussion and despite the controversy, a small
but hearty conversation was able to happen. 

Rev. Jennys’ notes, “This is a position of the
Conference that building the pipeline through 
the state is a social wrong. Jesus was political
when it came to social justice issues; our 
worship and service in the church glorifies 
God when we reflect action toward social 
justice and acts of mercy.”

“The view of the article certainly doesn't 
reflect the view of the congregation as a whole,
but the Centerville and Beresford churches are 
a part of the South Dakota Conference which
seeks to promote social justice.”

For information about the Doctrine of 
Discovery and the General Synod 29
Resolution of Witness visit:
www.ucc.org/dod.
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Neighbors in Need (NIN) is a special mission offering of the UCC that supports ministries of
justice and compassion throughout the United States. One-third of NIN funds support the

Council for American Indian Ministries (CAIM). Two-thirds of the offering is used by the UCC's
Justice and Witness Ministries (JWM) to support a variety of justice initiatives, advocacy

efforts, and direct service projects.


