
Local Church Participates in Returu to the Earth Project

In response to a call from Mennonite Central Committee (NICC), a group at Hutterthal Mennonite Churoh

ofFreem'an recentll completed ils discussion ofrhe Retum to the Earth Stud) Guide and built ten burial

boxes and prepared ten burial cioths for the project
Luolrence Han. a Nl.nuonite. Che)enne Peace Chiefand Mcnnoniie paslor

been inslrumental in the deYelopment ofthe Return to thc Eallh proJect

The Return to thc F,arth proiect is an opportuiit) lor individuals and groups

kev restorative iusticc issue ofNative American tibes al1d nations lt hopes to

from Clinton, Oklahoma, has

to study and particiPate in a
educatc, challenge and

enhr  en  c rea t i re  a . t ron  fn r  ' ho ' c  $hJ  pan ic ipd le
In 1860, the U.S. Surgeon General and c;mmanders connecled to th( U S Arml Medical Museum'

circulated .equests for triops on the fronlier to collect Native American skulls This practice \'!as carried on

for decades and thousands ofremains anived at public and private museums fol scientific study and storage

It is now eslimated that some\\here betFeen 600,000 and 2 million skeletal remains were collectcd and

hour"d in -ua"uas, aocietal oollections, scientific laboratories, and universities across rhc countrv

T$o acls. the 1906 .\nliquities Act and the 1979 ArchaeoLogical Resources Prolection Act' asserted thal

Indian bones and objects found on federal Land wefe the propeff) ofthe United States Afterthe 1970's'
-iro\,!"u"., 

tr;t". uua ."pporters fightirg for the ethical trcat;ent ofthe dead, pressed for legal sef€guards

..g".ain!,n" o"u-.ni olNativeiAmerican rernains and objecls And in 1990 Congress enected the natronal

Nitive A-merican Craves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) This la*' mandaled the return of

lruman refrains and ritual objecls lo rheir tribes ll atso irldicaled that proper respect wxs tu be sho\\n

towards human skeletal rcmains and propcr interment be provided \rhen ancestors \t'cre idcntified
'loda), many remains have been rcturned to their descendanrs for proper burial However' over 100'000

humon reinoius, n,ortly skulls, cxist in rcpositorics, unnble to be ide tified as belonging lo a specific tlibe

i."""id. a"t"iU"g tn" ftistory', iocation and tribal identit) have been lost or dcstroyed ln some cases identily

was lnst when .einain, ,vcrc movecl to differenr locatioDs or during muscum renovations These once-

bcloved mothers, fathers, friends and children are still waiting to be retumed, moumed and buried with

dignit).
The study at Hutterthal uas begun by !iewing $e video "Long Joumcy Home"' actual footage ofthe

rcturn and buriai o{ remains that had been held at the Smithsonian Institute One session' which met al the

Arnerican Indian Exhibir at Herilage Hall N{useum in Freeman, was led by carl Meler and Karissa ortman

Loewcn, Mennonite Central C-ommitee \\'orkers on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation Anothel session

discus sed the remains that *,ere found in the I 960's nine mi les wcst o[ the Hw-v 8 I and 4'1 j unction during

the construction ofllul 4'1. Rose Paz,aNalileAme can ''roman from Sioux Falls with connectionto the

Freeman conrmunit), sirared her personal srorl and, along $ irh hcr son and grandchrldrcn' worc traditional

Native Arnerican clothingand iniroducedrhe lrorrp to\a;ious eudoms Lors Janzen Preheim Director of

the Victim Oflender l{econciliation Program in Sioux Falls, gave a presentation on reslorative justice and

reconoiliation.
In an act olreoonciliation. the Huttcrthal group collaborativel) built the burial boxes and selved the burial

cloths. A dedication ser! icc was hc ld at Huttertha I on Sunday. N{arch I 8, 200 7 during the morn I ng worshrp -
r"."i"" p.l". a "ftippi"g the boxes to the MCC ofice in Kansas where they will be shippcd to lhe location ol

tbe skul'ls rvaiting to be repatriated Currently a burial site in Oklah oma is ready to receivc 1 I ' 000 burial

MCC, uhich is *'orking alongside numerous ecumenical organizetioos in supporting this project' is the

rclief. alevelopment and peicc building arm ofthe Mennonite and Brethren in Chrisl Churches in North


