
BACKGROUND

I met a Hispanic woman at the place where I get my hair cut. After months 
of cutting my hair, she began to talk about her Native American boyfriend. 
She is currently living with him and they have a two-year-old son. My wife and I visited them one Sunday 
evening. On the way there my wife and I prayed that we would be able to take some time and discuss our 
Lord with them. I was a little bit intimidated when we first pulled in the driveway and saw a van parked there 
with a person in it; there were two Native American men in the yard. A Native American man met me as I got 
out of the van. I asked if Sue (not her real name) was there. He was very friendly and called for her at once. 
I visited for a short while and then her boyfriend, Jon, joined the conversation. I still don’t know exactly how 
the conversation moved to religion, but it was a very comfortable transition. I never told Jon (not his real 
name) that he was being interviewed; just that I cared for his family. I spent about two hours visiting with the 
two of them, but mostly with him.

LIFE HISTORY

Jon is a twenty-nine-year-old, very clean cut Native American male. He grew up in a small Native American 
village on an Indian reservation near where I live. Jon lived there until he was in seventh grade when his 
family moved to our community. His family still owns property in our area and most of them are still in the 
vicinity. He and his girlfriend, Sue, now live in a small town near our city. Jon and Sue are on a waiting list 
to have their sewer and water utilities completed by the reservation so they can build a home someday. 
They have been waiting five years already. They are currently renting a house and being mistreated by the 
landlord (they believe that he doesn’t want to rent to Native Americans). Because of this they are looking for 
somewhere else to live.

FAMILY AND RELATIONSHIPS

Jon talks with great respect about his family. He is very close to his mother and grandmother. He had 
an exceptional grasp on his family history dating back to his great grandmother. I sensed that his family 
relationships were very important to him. He loves his son very much and would do anything for him.

FRIENDS AND NETWORKS

Most of Jon’s friends and associates are Native American and live in this general area. Since Jon works for the 
Indian Reservation’s housing department, he also works with almost all Native Americans. He deals on a daily 
basis primarily with other Natives except for his girlfriend and her family and acquaintances. This young man 
is hooked up with all sorts of Native American people from all over the reservation.

Jon shared the story about the local businesses being prejudicial toward the Native American population. 
He said when he was in high school his white friends loved to take ‘Indians’ along with them to a store they 
wanted to steal from. The joke was that the store clerks and managers would follow the ‘Indians’ around 
trying to catch them stealing while the white kids stole them blind.
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INTERESTS AND ACTIVITIES

We didn’t get too deep into Jon’s leisure activities because so much time was spent discussing the religious 
differences which I will address later in this ethnography. His life is primarily consumed with his job, 
girlfriend, son, and extended family.

BELIEFS AND VALUES

After Jon and his family moved to our area, he and his siblings were taken to Sunday school at a conservative 
(probably very legalistic  at the time) Bible Church by their grandmother, who was a white woman. According 
to Jon, she wanted them to be educated enough to be able to choose between Christianity and the Native 
American customary religion.

This is the most interesting part of this ethnography to me. I had no idea how much I was going to learn from 
this young man whom I had never met. The Lord truly answered my wife’s and my prayer for an opportunity 
to visit with these people. Jon told me that the ‘Native American Religion’, as he called it, was very spiritual. 
He said he likes to brag that ‘his people’ are more religious than Christians because they go to church every 
day. I think he was speaking of practicing his customs and performing ancient rituals every day. I asked him 
what he meant by that and he said that he cleans his house daily with sage. I believe that is to rid his house 
of evil spirits (it sounded as though their faith involves a lot of superstition and idol worship).

Sue was present for much of our discussion. Jon said that ‘his people’ teach that you cannot practice two 
religions and that you have to choose and practice just one. He said that ‘his people’ believe in one God 
much like Christians believe in one God. He believes that his God and my God are one and the same. He 
then said that Sue needed religion and suggested that I teach her about Christianity. I invited them both 
to attend a small rural church near their house where I know the pastor. I found it very interesting that Jon 
encouraged her to attend. He feels that there are many ways to get to God and if her way is Christianity, that 
is fine with him. He never specifically mentioned the word heaven. He did, however, refer to hell on several 
occasions. He said the problem he had with Christianity was that Christians believe there is only one way to 
God. He said that when he attended the Bible Church Sunday School during his youth, they tried to scare the 
kids into believing by threatening them with going to hell.

BIBLICAL VIEWPOINT

Jon did not appear to have much in the way of Bible knowledge; but clearly he had been exposed to it. I 
believe he knew a lot more than he was admitting. I asked him if he had a Bible and he said he did.

MINISTRY STRATEGY

I shared with Jon and Sue my vision for a need for a Bible fellowship church in the area in which they lived 
and that it would not be like a typical church. I asked Jon if he thought that the Native Americans that 
practice the ancient religious customs would persecute Native Americans that became Christians; he said 
no. He said there are a lot of Christians among his people on the reservation. I asked Jon what he thought 
of the idea of starting a ‘come as you are fellowship’. He told me that he would be able to do it because I 
know what and how people think. I asked him how he felt his peers would respond if they truly thought 
that someone like myself cared for them regardless of their race or their physical, emotional, spiritual, or 
financial condition. His response was that if I did what I said I would do (be caring and non-judgmental), 
people would listen to what was said. I don’t think he is likely to convert to Christianity; however, I think he 
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would support a ministry such as I am considering starting.

The strategy is to launch a ministry where everyone is welcome. When Jesus explained why He ate with tax 
collectors and other outcasts, He explained that people who are well don’t need a doctor (Matt. 9:9-13; 
Mark 2:13-17). Even though we all need the Great Physician, Jesus Christ, most of our traditional churches 
don’t treat all people according to this teaching.

CONCLUSION AND APPLICATION TO MINISTRY

The application to ministry is to get to know the people and their culture before you try to minister to them. 
My specific application, as I have already mentioned, is a ‘come as you are fellowship’. I am praying and 
educating myself at the local, social level to be able to, if it is God’s will, start such a ministry. This fellowship 
will not be exclusively for Native Americans, but for everyone who needs God in their lives, whether they 
know it right now or not.

I have been impacted recently by two quotes that I read last week on this very topic. First, from the NICNT 
commentary on Mark by William Lane, “Jesus had not come to call for the Kingdom of God men like the 
scribes who consider themselves to be righteous, but outcasts who knew they needed to be made whole.” 
And second, from J. Vernon Mc Gees’ Thru the Bible commentary on Mark, “Jesus is the Great Physician. 
He has come to heal mankind of their basic problem, which is sin. This ought to be said to a lot of our little 
Christian groups who have their banquets and ‘fellowship’ meetings and do not invite the unsaved. IF the 
unsaved do come, the majority of the Christians freeze them out anyway. May I say to you that I think some 
of these so-called Christian groups are sinful in their very existence and in the way they meet today.” Acts 
10:34-35 speaks to the fact that God shows no partiality except to those who fear Him and do what is right. 
This applies to everyone!
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