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For twelve years, Pastor Byron and Toni Buffalo have been working in the
community of Bridger, South Dakota, located on the Cheyenne River Lakota

Reservation. The leadership of Bridger UCC  of the Dakota Association has
believed that the church should be among the first in the community to address
the needs of the people. Together, Toni and Byron have sought out different avenues
to address those needs.

“One of the first things we noticed,” said Toni, “was that poverty and despair were
two prevalent elements on our entire reservation, especially in Bridger. Bridger is
located 82 miles from the Tribal headquarters, health care or police department.
There are no jobs in this area and limited resources for the people to become self-
employed.” 

Many Americans grow up learning that this continent was “discovered” by
Christopher Columbus. The concept of discovery, as if the land was empty prior to
Columbus’ arrival and its indigenous inhabitants were somehow “less than” the
explorers is, at its heart, racism and cultural superiority. 

The doctrine of discovery, a concept of public international law expanded by the
U.S. Supreme Court in a series of decisions, originated from various church
documents in Christian Europe in the mid-1400s to justify the pattern of
domination and oppression by European monarchies as they invasively arrived in
the Western hemisphere. It theologically asserted the right to claim the indigenous
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lands, territories, and resources on behalf of Christendom, and to subjugate native
peoples around the world.

Understanding this context, Pastor Byron asked the people, “Who controls your
destiny? You do!” He adds, “WE cannot wait on the Tribal government, state
government or federal government to make a change in our lives;  WE must be the
change!” To that end, Toni and Byron have held several community development
activities at their church in an effort to assist in this change.  

Through different partnerships, the Buffalos have built a full-size basketball court,
planted a community garden, started a community chicken coop, competed in and
won a Nationwide Orchard Contest with 30 fruit trees, received a wind turbine
through a grant to assist with electrical costs, and acquired a commercial size
quilting machine to assist in developing income for those who make star quilts.  

For information about the Doctrine of Discovery and the General Synod 29
Resolution of Witness visit: www.ucc.org/dod.

Toni Buffalo shares her story before a group. Toni Buffalo teaches others her native language. 
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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.

Pastor Byron Buffalo shares his story
with visitors.
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