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“In an embrace, the host is a guest and the guest is a host.  Without reciprocity there is no 

embrace.” –Bishop Elaine Stanovsky 

 

 This morning’s session was a lesson in welcoming.  From the very beginning as we were 

welcomed by a member of The Ute Indian Tribe to the end of the Episcopal address when our 

Bishop, Elaine Stanovsky, taught us all the steps of a proper hand shake and passing of peace.  

However, even these moments of welcome were tinged with the pain of the past and the 

struggles we face today, and the entire time we were aware that the openness we were practicing 

was preparing us for a weekend of deep conversations about topics not discussed for a century 

and a half and old arguments threatening to tear apart the church that we all love.  Through it all, 

the message was one of openness, connection, discipleship and unity.   

 The opening worship began with a member of The Ute Tribe explaining that it is the 

custom of their people to welcome each other to their lands.  She then welcomed us to the “land 

of the Utes and the many tribes that call this place home.  You are on sacred ground,” she said. 

“The earth is the mother who provides us with food, water and shelter.”  But the sense of 

openness was tinged with the realization that the history of these people and this land was not 

always one of sacred welcome.  In the worship liturgy, written by Rev. Kerry Greenhill of 

Sacred Stones and led by Rev. Caleb Rundell of Wiley/McClave UMC, we are welcomed “to 

this place, the home of many peoples over the years: Cheyenne, Arapahoe, Navaho, Kiowa, 

Hopi, Apache, Ute, Shoshone, Sioux; Spanish, French, Mexican, Anglo, Italian, Slovenian; 

trappers and traders, settlers and invaders…”   

 As the opening session moved into the Episcopal Address, we were reminded that “last 

year we said that the mission of the church is like cultivating the Tree of Life.”  But very quickly 



Bishop Stanovsky turned to the story of the Stump of Jesse.  “When Israel was struck down and 

sent into exile, the prophet Isaiah described it as a tree cut down to a stump.  But he also looked 

forward to a time when a fresh green shoot would grow again from the stump.”  Bishop 

Stanovsky shared that at Sand Creek, “we will experience harm done to the Tree of Life.” 

 Moving on from the opening of the Episcopal Address, Bishop Stanovsky then went on 

to lay out the two matters of “urgency and importance” that she would be focusing on for the 

remainder of her address.  First, the unity of The Church and second, healing the “historic 

cultural wounds left by the Sand Creek Massacre.” 

 Beginning with the unity of the church, Bishop Stanovsky recalled a conversation she had 

with Brian McLaren, keynote speaker at last year’s annual conference.  During the lunchtime 

discussion, Stanoksky recalls, she asked McLaren a question, “What do you see that we should 

be paying attention to?”  His response was practically prophetic to her, “I want to know who is 

planning to keep The United Methodist Church from splitting.”  Now, a year later, Bishop 

Stanovsky claims that in her “40 years as an adult in the church” it is closer to schism than she 

has ever seen.   

As Stanovsky recalled, the clergy of the Rocky Mountain Conference for forty years have 

not “been of one mind about how sexual minorities fit in the life of the Church,” and yet she 

reminds us that we “found a way to live together without insisting that every pastor conform to a 

single standard.”  In fact, when Bishop Stanovsky went to her first General Conference at the age 

of 19 the word homosexuality was being put into The Book of Discipline for the first time.  As 

she recalls, “In 1972, none of the voices for exclusion of gay and lesbian people could imagine 

that in 2014 two men or two women would come to their pastor asking for the Church’s blessing 

on their life-long monogamous relationship.  That was inconceivable in 1972.”  As Stanovsky 

said, “while the Church should not simply blow with the winds of popular opinion… the Church 

should always keep its eyes and ears open to ways in which the world is changing, ways in 

which new scientific knowledge or new awareness might shed new light on our understanding of 

scripture and even changes in our church practice and traditions.”  With these words and the 

words of Jesus, “In my Father’s house are many rooms”, Bishop Stanovsky called us to be allies 

working for the unity of the United Methodist Church.  Thus, as we moved to a remembrance of 

the Sand Creek Massacre and a hope for new relationships we were reminded of how divided we 

are as a United Methodist Church. 

Bishop Stanovsky began her remarks about Sand Creek by telling us how she came to 

understand the painful history between the United Methodist Church and the native people of 

Colorado.  As she said, “We can’t know who we are if we don’t know where we came from and 

how we got here.”  Through this introduction to her relationship to Sand Creek we were 

reminded that this is a sacred location that we will be taking a pilgrimage to and to remember 

that we are pilgrims and not tourists.  In addition it was made clear that we would be hearing a 

lot of stories and remembrances over the course of the weekend and that sometimes they might 

be repetitive, but the remembrance was the most important thing.  Then Bishop Stanovsky went 

through the version of the Sand Creek story that she knows.  She shared with us the role of the 

Methodist Church in the first settling of Colorado, including the story of the discovery of gold in 

Idaho Springs. 

When gold was discovered, the Methodist Episcopal Conference of Nebraska and Kansas 

sent a mission into “gold country” two years before Colorado was established as a territory and 

17 years before Colorado became a state.  The people who came gathered in Central City where 

they held church and class meetings.  This was the first violation of the Treaty of Ft. Laramie 



that guaranteed there would be safe passage for whites through the land but that at no time would 

there be any settlement.  As Bishop Stanovsky so directly said, “This was not empty land.  It was 

owner-occupied land and the settlements, the churches, were a violation of the treaty.” 

This was the beginning of hostilities in the Colorado Territory and they only got worse as 

more and more settlers came west.  When the Massacre at Sand Creek took place, it was not 

warriors who were slaughtered.  The people at Sand Creek were people who had accepted the 

invasion of white settlers and sought peace.  They were relocated to Sand Creek where they 

would be out of the way.  When white soldiers rode into the settlement and began the massacre 

of women and children the chiefs who had surrendered peacefully were either dead or “had no 

credibility.”  With that loss of credibility around peace, many years of warfare and bloodshed 

could not be avoided.   

 And so, as we are welcomed into the lands of the Utes, sacred lands that can provide all 

we need, we are reminded that these lands have stories to tell.  The people who live here have 

stories to tell.  We, as not-so-United Methodists have stories to tell.  Many of these stories 

remind us that the Tree of Life is often being damaged.  But out of that damage can grow new 

shoots.  As Bishop Stanovsky said in her address, “The past isn’t dead… but the past does not 

own us, either.  Ours is to receive the past and find a way forward that offers hope, healing, and 

blessing.  And with that, we were taught how to properly greet each other.  That “in an embrace, 

the guest is the host and the host is the guest.”  Let us be gracious guests and gracious hosts in 

the days to come. 

 

*All quotations from the liturgy or Episcopal Address unless otherwise stated.* 


