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 “Our people are open-hearted people, and that given half a chance they’re gonna walk 

through doors and develop new relationships and new understandings.” –Bishop Elaine 

Stanovsky 

 

 On Friday, the Rocky Mountain Annual Conference participated in a pilgrimage to the 

site of the Sand Creek Massacre.  As we boarded buses we were provided with bags containing a 

small snack, water, and literature about the history of Sand Creek and The United Methodist 

Church’s relationship to Native American people and healing the wounds of history.  In the 

reading of this literature and the experience on the trip, I began to formulate some questions and 

a desire to be in conversation with our Bishop about the experience.  On Saturday morning I was 

afforded the opportunity to ask her a few questions. 

 I began by satisfying my curiosity about the development of legislation at the General 

Conference in 2012 and the relationship of the Rocky Mountain Annual Conference to that 

legislation.  It was clear that Bishop Stanovsky did not have a direct hand in the creation of that 

legislation, although the Director of Mission and Ministry, Youngsook Kang, was involved.  

However, it was “helpful to [Stanovsky] to have the guidance from the general church.”  Of 

course the continuation of Sand Creek Massacre legislation now falls under her responsibility as 

it was not originated in the Yellowstone Annual Conference as most of the General Conference 

Legislation was.   

 As a part of the General Conference legislation, “every conference, and every local 

congregation of The United Methodist Church is encouraged to implement specific actions… 

such as… wherever the church is holding land and/or property in trust, consider transferring a 

portion of that land and/or property or its income to indigenous persons’ projects and… 



whenever a conference entity is closing a charge or holds excess land, consider transferring any 

land and property to an indigenous community.”  This seems like a lofty goal and a challenge, 

but as we continue to find ourselves with more church buildings than churches, a more likely 

possibility.  I asked Bishop Stanovsky her thoughts on the likelihood of this happen at any large 

scale.  She shared that, “The General Board of Global Ministries has already begun some of that 

work with properties that they’ve owned since back in the 1800’s.”  In addition, “We began, in 

the Rocky Mountain Conference, conversations with the Conference Trustees a little more than a 

year ago about ‘what would it look like to have a regular practice of the annual conference to 

share proceeds from sales of properties with native peoples in some way.’”  Of course, this is a 

difficult process and Stanovsky went on to say, “We didn’t even really want to bring that 

conversation to any decision point prior to the pilgrimage.  But, there’s been real openness 

within the conference trustees about this.  And we have this new legacy fund that’s trying to be 

very intentional, so we’ll be continuing those conversations about how could we structure the 

legacy fund in a way to really benefit people who lost their land.”  This gives me great hope for 

the future of this process of healing. 

 Of course, I didn’t just ask for Bishop Stanovsky’s thoughts on the structural and 

administrative side of this journey.  I really wanted to hear how she felt the actual pilgrimage had 

gone.  When asked about her feelings regarding everyone’s reverence and willingness to actual 

show up.  As she said, “Oh, I’m so grateful.  You know, I won’t say that I ever doubted, but we 

all have the capacity to miss some days.  And we worked very hard to give people advanced 

information so that they could be prepared, and I feel that was well received.  And, just at 

bottom, I feel like what we experienced was an affirmation that our people are open-hearted 

people, and that given half a chance they’re gonna walk through doors and develop new 

relationships and new understandings, and we saw that yesterday and I’m just grateful to be a 

part of that community.” 


