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Chapter 5

Conversion & Assimilation:

Redemption, Resurgence, and Romans 5-8

“Grace has left their bodies…They now tread heavily upon the back of their mother. Lunging 

from place to place, they plant seeds but don’t bother to watch them grow. They water 

nothingness as though this water will somehow recreate life without their participation…Their 

world has lost its future. Cut off from considering their past they list in the momentary context of 

the present…They mark time. Time is the enemy of the dispirited. [They] wander aimlessly, 

killing time in small pieces.”

-Lee Maracle
1

“Conversion is never now…If conversion happens, then the now does not.”

-Daniel Colucciello Barber
2

Introduction

In chapter 4 I argued that Genesis 1-3 functions as a conversion narrative in Western 

Christianity and that its dominant schema as a fall figured in historical-temporal terms produces 

and maintains Augustine’s formulation of original sin.  As I alluded to in the previous chapter, 

salvation corresponds to this, figured as an ascent to Christ.  The primary texts for Augustine 

with regards to this are in Romans 5 and 7, but I will extend this to include chapters 5-8 for our 

purposes here.  In Augustine, Gen. 1-3 is figured as a conversion narrative from perfection to 

fall.  The parallel in Rom. 5-8 is also figured as a conversion narrative but from fall to ascent.  It 

can be said then that these two texts work together as a larger single conversion narrative: Gen. 

1-3 is a fall narrative and Rom. 5-8 is a redemption narrative.  It must also be noted that the 

conversion that takes place in the first narrative is always effaced for the efficacy of the second 

narration.  This is accomplished in the formulation of sin as original.  By designating the status 

of original sinners to all Adam’s descendants, the second conversion—to Christ—is seen as the 

1
Lee Maracle, Daughters are Forever (Vancouver: Raincoast, 2002), 25.

2
Daniel Colucciello Barber, “The Immanent Refusal of Conversion,” Journal for Cultural and Religious Theory

13.1 (Winter 2014): 142.
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only conversion, the necessity of which is established through the inherited state of original sin 

in every human.  In this way, adherence to the doctrine of original sin obfuscates the way in 

which the first and second conversion work together to establish the necessity for conversion (i.e. 

the notion of original sin required for conversion to Christ), for as Paul wrote: “God proves his 

love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.” (Rom. 5:8, NRSV)  By 

beginning with the discourse of original sin(ners), Western Christianity since Augustine has been 

able to articulate its message of redemption through a simple typological interpretation of Rom. 

5 based on the inherited, universal state of depravity (which it treats as a given).  Ch. 4 examined 

the work that Gen. 1-3 does when interpreted as a conversion narrative, particularly in relation to 

colonialism, and suggested alternative ways to understand the passage from various north 

american indigenous perspectives.  This chapter will proceed in much the same way only now 

taking the second conversion passage as our subject of analysis.  I will begin by rehearsing the 

significance of Rom. 5-8 in Augustine’s formulation of original sin.  Then I will consider some 

comments on Augustine’s interpretation by Joseph Fitzpatrick.  Next I will draw attention to the 

effects of the rhetoric of Rom. 5-8 on Native peoples, especially in the experience of Indian 

Residential Schools.  Finally, drawing on the exegetical work of philosopher Giorgio Agamben, 

scholar Leanne Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg), and the life and vision of Plenty Coups 

(Crow), I will suggest what it might mean to decolonize the dominant redemption narrative in 

Western interpretation of Rom. 5-8 and its relation to the doctrine of original sin. 

Inheriting Augustine

Next to Gen. 3, Rom. 5 is arguably the most important passage for Augustine’s 

formulation of original sin.  As noted in ch. 4, Augustine’s interpretation of Gen. 3 and his own 

experiences, lead him to formulate a notion of sin as utterly depraved fallen human nature which 
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is evidently passed on to all Adam’s descendants.  It is Rom. 5 that confirms this for Augustine, 

and enables him to attach the notion of seminal identity to original sin (something he inherited 

from Ambrose).  This connection hinges on Rom. 5:12.  Relying on Ambrosiaster’s exegesis and 

translation of the letter, Augustine read Rom. 5:12 as “in whom all have sinned” (the Latin in 

quo).  Rendered as “in whom,” the passage supports Augustine’s theory that sin is not only 

universal, but that it is so on account of its inevitable heritability through the reproductive 

process.  This also leads him to interpret Rom. 7:7-25 as a claim that “sin originated in the 

transgression of Adam and became ingrained in human nature through the transmission of 

physical heredity.”
3
  Original sin “defines a sinful quality which is inherent in human nature, 

albeit involuntarily acquired.”
4
  The role Augustine’s own experience plays in his theology 

cannot be overstated.  As his interest in Christianity peaked his conflicted will kept him from 

converting: “In this way I understood through my own experience what I had read, how ‘the 

flesh lusts against the spirit and the spirit against the flesh’ (Gal. 5:17). I was split between them, 

but more of me was in that which I approved in myself than in that which I disapproved.  In the 

latter case it was ‘no more I’ (Rom. 7:17), since in large part I was passive and unwilling rather 

than active and willing.”
5
  Furthermore, in his Confessions, he identifies himself with Paul in 

Rom. 7:22-25.  He writes:

But ‘At once, at once’ never came to the point of decision, and ‘Just a little longer, 

please’ went on and on for a long while. In vain I ‘delighted in your law in respect of the 

inward man; but another law in my members fought against the law of my mind and led 

me captive in the law of sin which was in my members’ (Rom. 7:22). The law of sin is 

the violence of habit by which even the unwilling mind is dragged down and held, as it 

deserves to be, since by its own choice it slipped into the habit. ‘Wretched man that I 

was, who would deliver me from this body of death other than your grace through Jesus 

Christ our Lord?’ (Rom. 7:24-25).
6

3
Toews, 74.

4
Ibid.

5
Augustine, Confessions, VIII.v.11 or 140.

6
Ibid., VIII.v.12-vi.13 or 141.
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By associating, even identifying, himself with Paul, Augustine secures unprecedented authority 

for his theology of original sin.  As Paul Frediksen has observed, Augustine “demonstrates the 

truth of orthodoxy’s claims about Paul through his public application of (the Catholic) Paul’s 

story to his own past. Not incidentally, this has the added polemical advantage of affirming that 

the tradition of Paul, of the Church, and of Augustine are all one.”
7

As long as Rom. 5:12 is rendered “in whom,” Augustine’s concept of original sin is 

secure and the redemption typology in Rom. 5:12-21 can be read as a conversion narrative that 

maps out not only in Augustine’s life but in anyone’s—indeed everyone’s—life.

Adam fell and was punished with a threefold punishment of ignorance, concupiscence, 

and mortality.  This fall he propagated from generation to generation […] to be healed, 

fallen man must ascend in the type of trinitarian ascent Augustine undertakes in his De 

Trinitatae […] The teaching of the Confessions is that trinitarian ascent […] can be made 

only by entering into the humble descent of Christ’s incarnation.  Original sin makes 

confessio peccati et laudis the only way of ascending to God.
8

To put it differently, Augstine’s doctrine of original sin via Gen. 3 and Rom. 5 prefigures a 

certain understanding of the Adam-Christ typology: if Adam’s disobedience propagates sin as a 

fall throughout all humanity, then Christ’s obedience must extend salvation as an ascent

throughout all humanity.  Therein lies the (second) conversion to Christ as an ascent from 

human’s sinful state.  The Romans typology thus functions as a conversion narrative, but not 

only that, it is specifically a redemption narrative.  What is unique about the redemption 

narrative in Rom. 5-8 is that it employs typological relation (the first and second Adam) and 

familial relation: Rom. 8:14-24 uses the word adoption (the Greek huiothesia) to describe the 

new life humans receive in Christ.  Conversion to Christ makes us “children of God” (8:16, 19, 

21).  Conversion to the second Adam effaces our former status as original sinners, estranged 

from God, and we overcome this former identity for one in which we can call God “Abba, 

7
Fredriksen, “Paul and Augustine,” 25.

8
Rigby, 113-114. Emphasis mine. 
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Father” (8:15).  The typology closes the gap of estrangement caused by the sin of the first Adam 

and obliterates the sinful nature of all those between the two Adams; this is its redemptive 

quality, one that is essential to Augustine’s theology, though perhaps not always explicit.  We 

have already established that conversion for Augustine (and likewise redemption) requires an 

upward movement characterized by a change from an old identity to a new one.  Augustine 

recounts this on a personal level in Confessions, but it is the basis for his soteriology as much as 

his hamartiology.  Sin and salvation are figured as a conversion narrative, the redemption 

narrative highlighting the effect of the conversion (on identity).  This entire regime of 

redemption hinges on the interpretation of Rom. 5:12 as “in whom,” since it is seminal identity 

vis à vis sin that makes the typology sensical and necessitates the familial adoption to ameliorate 

the estrangement experienced as a result of original sin.  But as scholars have long argued, “in 

whom” is a mistranslation of Rom. 5:12.

Since the late second century, the Greek fathers have understood 5:12 as causal.  Clement 

of Alexandria, Origen, and the Cappadocian Fathers all affirmed the universality of sin, death, 

and corruption on account of Adam but no inheritance of sinful nature through him.

Additionally, Pelagius, Celestius, and Julian of Eclanum argued with Augustine that the Greek in 

Rom. 5:12 could not be rendered “in whom” as Augustine had inherited it from Ambrosiaster,

but should be understood as “because of.”
9
  Julian translated the Greek eph ho as quia in Latin, 

“because,” “in accordance with the Pelagian doctrine of sin as always being a free and therefore 

punishable act: all died “because” all sinned.  Nonetheless, Augustine was able to exploit the 

weakness of the “individualist” interpretation of the Pelagians by referring to the whole thrust of 

9
The politics around this controversy and which translation won out as orthodox are outlined in ch. 2 of this thesis.
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the Christ-Adam typology.”
10

  Scholar Henri Rondet articulates some of the complexity of the 

debate:

Julian of Eclanum, who knew Greek, understood the in quo as a particle providing a 

causal link—quia, because—but he concludes from this that there is not in this text a 

question of personal sins added by Adam’s children to that of their first father, sin being 

spread only by bad example (imitation). Augustine, unreliable exegete as he was with 

regard to detail, had nevertheless better understood the chapter as a whole and the force 

of verse 19: ‘as by the disobedience of one man many will be made righteous.’ The root 

of the problem is in the doctrine of the two Adams. Christ is the new Adam; if all men die 

in Adam, all will be made alive in Christ (1 Cor. 15:22).
11

An essential aspect of Augustine’s hamartiology relies on the translation of the eph ho as “in 

whom.”  Without this his theory of seminal identity is nonsensical.  “In whom all have sinned” 

draws a historical-temporal line through all humanity.  Just as Christ was a historical person, so 

was Adam, and as a type of Adam, the new, obedient Adam, Christ reaches back along this 

historical-temporal line to redeem the sins of all.  Thus we can see how the mistranslation affects 

the entire schema of original sin and redemption (i.e. conversion’s fall—ascent).  Similarly, a 

translation of Rom. 5:12 as “because of whom all sinned” can lend itself to a different 

understanding of sin and salvation. 

Joseph Fitzpatrick offers a critique of Augustine in this regard. He takes issue with three 

conclusions Augustine draws based on the mistranslation:

first, that just as Christ is a real person, so Adam must be understood as a real person; 

second, that Paul clearly sees Adam’s action of eating from the forbidden tree as an 

original trespass or sin, in which all of us are implicated, which is responsible for all 

subsequent moral evil; and third, that as a consequence of these two, the incident 

described in Genesis 3 must be interpreted as a fall from a higher to a lower state since it 

has called forth Christ’s saving act of redemption aimed at restoring us to something 

approaching our former status.
12

10
Weaver, “From Paul to Augustine,” 203.

11
  Henri Rondet, Original Sin: The Patristic and Theological Background, trans. Cajetan Finegan (New York, 

1972), 128-9 quoted in Weaver, “From Paul to Augustine,” 203, n. 53.
12

Fitzpatrick, “Original Sin or Original Sinfulness? 4: Restoring Roots,” New Blackfriars 91.1031 (January 2010): 

72-73. Emphasis mine. 
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Recalling that Gen. 1-3 serves a mythological function, Fitzpatrick argues that Paul’s reference 

to Adam in Romans is also figurative, that Adam, both in Genesis and Romans is a “mythical 

prototype.”  The typology therefore is not a historical one but a “literary device.”
13

  Additionally, 

following his interpretation of Adam’s transgression as an illustration of the sins of the Israelites, 

Fitzpatrick reads Paul’s reference to Adam’s trespass as a reference to the universality of Christ’s 

obedience and redemption.  As a non-historical figure of the nature of sin and its universal 

effects, the type “Adam” evokes the universal effect of the historical Christ.  Thirdly, Fitzpatrick 

argues that since there is no reference in the typology to the fall of humans from a prior 

paradisiacal state, there is no basis on which to assume Christ’s act as a restoration of humans to 

such a higher state.  As he observes, “Paul makes no comparison between Man’s new status and 

the condition of Man before the “Fall,” nor does he for that matter ever speak of a “Fall.”
14

Fitzpatrick’s rejection of the in quo for the quia is not only a rejection of Augustine’s notion of 

seminal identity but the doctrine of original sin in its entirety.  By following the quia Fitzpatrick

disavows any historical reading of the Rom. 5 typology with regards to Adam, while still 

affirming the universality of sin.  By unhinging the typology from its historical interpretation, 

Fitzpatrick opens the way for an interpretation of Christ’s redemptive act that is not bound to 

Augustine’s linear portrayal of a recapitulation in chronological space-time.

Indeed, this is a key turning point for our thinking about both sin and salvation, 

brokenness and healing.  Recall my suggestion that Rom. 5-8 is the parallel conversion narrative 

to Gen. 1-3 for Augustine.  The fall requires an ascent.  Sin requires redemption.  In ch. 4 I 

thought through some of the experiences the Gen. 3 conversion narrative produced, 

origin(al)zing sin, origin(al)zing a fallen state to Native peoples.  I alluded to the way in which 

13
Fitzpatrick, “Restoring Roots,” 73.

14
Ibid.
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this first conversion to original sin set up the necessity for this second conversion to Christ.  I 

conveyed the stark parallels between the fall/original sin and Native culture on the one hand and 

ascent/redemption and White Christian amer-european culture on the other.  The first conversion 

was the condemnation of Native culture and the second was the redemptive nullification of it, for 

becoming Christian meant becoming White.  Similarly, we must now consider the experiences 

Native peoples had of this second conversion to Christ, the redemption from their depravity, and 

their adoption into the church as children of God. Or, to put it differently, we must ask again 

what difference indigeneity makes for the redemption narrative in Rom. 5-8.

Redemption, Adoption, Assimilation

“What then should we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I 

would not have known sin, I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, 

“You shall not covet.” But sin, seizing an opportunity in the commandment, produced in me all 

kinds of covetousness. Apart from the law sin lies dead.” (Rom. 7:7-8)

“So then, brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh—for 

if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of 

the body, you will live. For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. For you did 

not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. 

When we cry “Abba! Father!” it is that very Spirit of bearing witness with our spirit that we are 

children of God.” (Rom. 8:12-16)

“for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 

subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will 

obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has 

been groaning in labour pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have 

the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our 

bodies.” (Rom. 8:20-23)

It is no secret that the Christian churches in north America were at the forefront of the 

most “successful” work not only of religious conversion but of cultural conversion—that is, 

assimilation.  To convert to Christianity, to be redeemed from one’s sinful nature, one had to 

become White, and this was most effectively accomplished through Indian missionary schools.

Many of these schools were residential boarding schools located off-reserve.  Many of the 
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children who attended these schools were dropped off by their parents in hopes of giving them 

opportunities and skills for their future in what was quickly becoming the White man’s world.  

Others were gathered up by school officials and transported to the schools.  To the surprise and 

great despair of many of these children and parents, they did not see each other for years, some 

never again.  In that sense these children were adopted into another family—the Christian family 

that called God “Abba, Father.”  Adoption into these new families of the church entailed many 

things including typical education in the English language, geography, science, math, and music, 

but essentially they were schools of conversion (for the purpose of redemption).  As Berkhofer’s 

survey of mission school curricula demonstrates, “Bible and catechism were reading textbooks 

as in White schools.  In both day and boarding schools, prayer and hymn singing were frequent, 

and attendance was required at Sabbath services.”
15

  When the use of “secular” textbooks 

increased across subjects, “a teacher requested some science apparatus from his society in order 

to demonstrate that the earth was neither flat nor borne on the back of a turtle and that two 

benevolent forefathers did not create and carry the sun and moon.”
16

  Teachers creatively 

inserted Christian teaching into all courses, because the world, as they saw it, was essentially 

Christian: “The instructors hoped geography and natural history would batter down the bulwarks 

of savage cosmology preparatory to the invasion of Christian sentiments.”
17

  Christianity de facto 

nullified Native cosmology.

Initiation into the new family also required an outward change (which was more easily 

accomplished, much to the dismay of many missionaries).  Upon their arrival at Indian mission 

schools, Native children were washed, boys had their long hair cut short, they were given new 

european style clothing, and last but not least, they were given a new English name.  This 

15
Berkhofer, 31.

16
Ibid., 33.

17
Ibid.
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process of receiving a new identity evokes baptismal imagery, but it is haunting rather than 

celebratory.  The giving of a new name is an especially powerful gesture.  The power to name is 

the power to identify, and to determine the terms of identification—that which counts as identity 

and that which does not.  Naming here is an act of domination.
18

  This should also invoke the 

Western interpretation of Adam’s naming of the animals in Genesis as a sign of human dominion 

over all creation (i.e. permission to exploit, control, organize, etc.).
19

  As if that were not enough, 

the new names given to little Indian boys and girls directly signified and reinforced White power 

(over identity).  “From the viewpoint of the mission societies’ directors, beneficiary naming was 

a method of obtaining contributions, for upon the donation of a stipulated sum per year, the 

donor had an Indian child named after him or for someone else.  The donor received a brief letter 

annually from the teacher or directly from his namesake.”
20

In an article published by the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF) of Canada, Ojibwa 

elder Fred Kelly writes about some of his experiences in St. Mary’s Residential School (Kenora, 

ON) and St. Paul’s High School (Lebret, SK) where he lived from age four to fourteen.  Astutely 

titled “Confessions of a Born Again Pagan,” elder Kelly delineates the specific ways in which 

the logic of conversion I have been discussing played itself out in all aspects of the schools, 

while the format of the article itself follows the form of a Catholic confession of sins.  Indian 

Residential Schools (IRS) were operated in Canada from 1831 to 1996.  Backed by government 

18
I qualify this statement to its particular situation, that of Western Christian colonialism. Naming itself is not 

necessarily an act of dominance.  Indeed, many traditions of naming in Native cultures function very differently. As 

mentioned in ch. 3, the names by which people are called include their kinship relation. This reinforces a circle of 

relations rather than a hierarchy as it does in the West. Furthermore, the giving and receiving of names, especially 

spiritual names, is often associated with ceremonies of healing in Native cultures. Cf. Fred Kelly, “Confession of a 

Born Again Pagan,” in From Truth to Reconciliation: Transforming the Legacy of Residential Schools, eds. Marlene 

Brant Castellano, Linda Archibald, and Mike deGangé(Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2008), 37.
19

Here again this interpretation is particular to Western Christianity. The Ojibwa creation stories also include a 

ceremony in which the Creator names all things in creation, but there is no understanding of dominion. Cf. Fred 

Kelly, “Confession of a Born Again Pagan,” 34.
20

Berkhofer, 37. 
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policies for assimilation they were run by churches with their agenda of conversion.  “To 

missionaries and their patrons, in fact, the criterion for measuring the success of the schools in 

transforming savage attitudes was the number of conversions among the students.”
21

  Many IRS 

in Canada began on or near reserves as day schools, “but by 1900, it became evident that the 

policy of assimilation was not working.  The children had to be taken away from the pagan 

influence of their parents.”
22

  To ameliorate this, “legislative changes to the Indian Act in 1920 

allowed for children between the ages of seven and fifteen to be forcibly removed from their 

parents and placed into these schools. […] It then [also] became punishable by law, not only for 

the children to be out of school, but also for parents to withhold children from attending these 

schools.”
23

  IRS were therefore not the new families for Native children in a figurative sense but 

in a literal-historical sense, and even in a legal sense.  Elder Kelly explains:

Restrictions on their civil rights meant that “Indians” were not “persons” under the law 

and therefore had no means of challenging intrusions on their families and communities. 

For all intents and purposes Indians were considered to be ‘wards of the government,’ 

and this made it possible and easy for churches to assume legal custody of Indian 

children in the residential schools. Thus, care and treatment of the children were at the 

total and unquestioned discretion of the churches and their personnel.
24

Both legally and theologically Native children were “adopted” into the church to become 

children of (a White) God.  What is so striking about the conversion/assimilation that occurred in 

IRS is the inseparability of the theological language and the atrocities committed.  I will not 

attempt to summarize these or convey the trauma experienced by IRS survivors.  Elder Kelly is 

one of these and he speaks for himself:

21
Ibid., 43.

22
Fred Kelly, “Confession of a Born Again Pagan,” From Truth to Reconciliation: Transforming the Legacy of 

Residential Schools (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2008), 23.
23

Kelly, “Confession of a Born Again Pagan,” 23. In a footnote he adds: “Forced attendance was legislated in 1920 

for children aged 7-15, although there are stories of children as young as age five being taken as well as accounts of 

forced removal before 1920.”
24

Ibid., 24.
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Immediately upon entry into the school, the staff began to beat the devil out of us. Such 

was my experience. We were humiliated out of our culture and spirituality. We were told 

that these ways were of the devil. We were punished for speaking the only language we 

ever knew. Fear stalked the dark halls of the school as priests and nuns going about their 

rounds in black robes passed like floating shadows in the night. Crying from fear was 

punished by beatings that brought more crying and then more punishment. Braids were 

immediately shorn. Traditional clothing was confiscated and replaced by standard issue 

uniforms. Our traditional names were anglicized and often replaced by numbers. Those 

who ran away were held in dark closets and fed a bread-and-water diet when they were 

brought back. Any sense of dignity and self-esteem turned to self-worthlessness and 

hopelessness. We came to believe that ‘Indian’ was a dirty word, oftentimes calling each 

other by that term pejoratively. Many of us were physically beaten, sexually fondled, 

molested, and raped. 

The future seemed hopeless. We were incarcerated for no other reason than being Indian. 

We were deprived of the care, love, and guidance of our parents during our most critical 

years of childhood. […] 

Father, I tried to rationalize what I saw and experienced. The treatment of children, as 

horrific as it was, must have been our normal lot for having been the pagan sinners we 

had been.
25

To use the language of Paul, to receive a spirit of adoption, was to receive a new White identity.

To receive a new White identity was to be redeemed from ones old pagan/sinner identity.  “To 

become truly Christian was to become anti-Indian.  The good Indian convert realized his former 

religion was superstitious and his former habits slothful and sinful.”
26

  The resonances with Rom. 

7:7-8 are noteworthy.  It was the law of White Western Christianity that made the sins of Native 

peoples known to them, that identified them as sinners.  Indeed, apart from this law of Christian 

civilization, their “sins” lay dead.

The logic of conversion/assimilation and its redemption narrative concern bodies.  In 

Rom. 8:12-16 those who have received Christ’s redemptive grace live by his Spirit while those 

who have not live according to the flesh.  In the IRS, living by the Spirit was living according the 

law and grace of amer-europeans while living according to the flesh was that of Native 

traditions.  It becomes quite evident how the logic of conversion first condemns Native existence 

through the narrative of original sin and then effaces it through the redemption narrative.  The 

25
Ibid., 24-25. 

26
Berkhofer, 122.
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Native children of God may now call God “Abba, Father” but that paternalistic relation runs 

much deeper, along racial lines.  If the fathers of these children are White, and God is Abba, then 

God is White.  Or, to riff on Mary Daly, “if God is [white] then [white] is God.”
27

  These 

changes in conversion, assimiliation, are what we can call spatial aspects of conversion, the 

changes in identity.  Indeed, change of identity, from one to another, is the aspect of conversion 

that receives the most attention, it is almost the definition of conversion.  But it is not the only 

aspect of conversion, for between one identity and another there must be movement for it to be 

considered conversion,
28

and movement has to do with time.  We must ask then about the time, 

the temporality of conversion.  If, as I have suggested, we abandon the in quo, “in whom,” 

translation of Rom. 5:12, which holds Augustine’s formulation of sin and salvation together, then 

we must also think about the temporality of the Adam-Christ typology in another way, in a non-

linear way.

In Christian colonialism the “Abba, Father” spoken by converted (read assimilated) 

children of God establishes a hierarchical, paternalistic relation both between children and 

adults/teachers and between Native and amer-european.
29

  In an Augustinian reading of the 

redemption narrative in Rom. 5-8 it is conversion that moves one from a life in original sin to a 

life in the grace of Christ, from a depraved identity to a redeemed one, from estrangement to 

adoption.  Or, to put it differently, in an Augustine interpretation, the second Adam effaces the 

difference that sin makes (i.e. death, concupiscence, ignorance, for Augustine).  The trouble with 

this interpretation is not redemption from sin as such, but that indigeneity is equated with sin and 

27
Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Towards a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), 

19. Her original phrase is “if God is male then male is God.”
28

Barber, “The Immanent Refusal of Conversion,” 142.
29

Berkhofer has observed that even Native peoples who had “fully” converted to Christianity and amer-european 

culture were still considered inferior by their Christian compatriots, and traitors by their Native communities. Thus 

he refers to them as “Jehovah’s Stepchildren.” Cf. Berkhofer, 107-124.
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amer-europeans with redemption.  In other words, interpreted this way, the second Adam effaces 

the difference of indigeneity, or the difference indigeneity makes.  Since it is the law that makes 

sin knowable, and that law is conceived in racial terms (White), it is by this law that indigenous 

laws and life become known as sin.  Or so goes the colonization narrative.  But we forget that sin 

here is not something objective revealed as sin by the (White) law; rather, indigeneity is 

produced as sin by the (White) law.
30

  Thus conversion’s redemption narrative in an Augustinian 

typology effaces the world of difference (i.e. sin) between the first and second Adam in the name

of reconciliation with God.  But what this means, as the theology of IRS experiences have shown 

us, is that the Western redemption narrative effectively effaces the world of difference marked 

by indigeneity.  Conversion effaces indigenous existence in the name (i.e. adoption) of Christ 

(i.e. redemption).  However, following the claims of Andrea Smith and Laura Donaldson, this 

reading is not essential to the text itself.  There are other ways of understanding the Adam-Christ 

typology in Romans and the broader vision for the healing of all creation in Rom. 5-8.

The Time of Conversion 

As I discussed in chapter 3, one of the fundamental differences between Lakota and 

Ojibwa cosmologies on the one hand and amer-european cosmologies on the other is the 

conception of space and time.  As Vine Deloria has demonstrated, Native peoples tend to think 

and live primarily in spatial terms while time is the primary category in Western cosmology(s).

Additionally, these categories correlate with the concepts of nature and history respectively.

Time and history are conceived of in spatial and natural terms in Native cosmologies while space 

and nature are subordinate to time and history in the West.  In Western cosmology, space and 

nature are interpreted as a series of events on a timeline we call history.  Think even of the literal 

historical sequence of creation—fall—redemption in Augustine’s theology.  In Native 

30
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cosmologies the natural movements in space, or the spatial movements of nature itself produce 

concepts of time.  Seasons, lunar phases, and life cycles are circular and/or cyclical notions of 

time and in turn history.

In chapters 4 and 5 I argued that both original sin and its counterpart redemption are 

aspects of the same logic of conversion, and as such, it is not accidental that they are figured in 

temporal, linear ways (by Augustine, Fitzpatrick, and indeed any scholar who figures Gen. 1-3 

and Rom. 5-8, sin and salvation as or dependent upon conversion).  Indeed, a linear temporality 

is internal to the logic of conversion and this is necessarily so.  Conversion requires the 

identification of an old and a new self and produces these through the linear (often historical) 

establishment of a before and after (conversion).  The following reflection by philosopher Daniel 

Barber captures the logic of conversion:

Conversion is never now. Conversion is often narrated as a moment of turning, a turning 

that happens in an ineffable instant, and this gets us in the habit of linking conversion to 

the now. […] But conversion does not happen this way. […] To convert is to move, but it 

is simultaneous to identify or to position, for conversion is a movement from one identity 

to another. Movement requires the emplotment provided by at least two positions, and 

these positions gain their meaning through the narration of the movement between them.

All this is to say that movement and identity depend on one another, and that their 

dependence is articulated as a narrative.
31

The conversion narrative of Western Christianity establishes the identities of sinner and child-of-

God and the linear movement of the before and after, the old and the new.  The redemption 

narrative of the Adam-Christ typology is paradigmatic of this.  It produces at once these 

identities and their movement, their position in time, narrating the position of the convert as in a 

moment between the past sins of Adam and the redemptive futurity of Christ—the moment of 

conversion.  But as Barber writes, this is not a present moment; “conversion is never now.”
32

We can be sure of this when we take into account the difference indigeneity makes, because 

31
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difference is a question of the now, of presence.  Western Christianity’s conversion narrative is 

not somehow merely theological, neutral to questions of power, of race.  As I have tried to show 

throughout this thesis, Christianity’s essential narrative, creation—fall—redemption, is narrated 

in racial terms.  And in this conversion narrative the movement of identities is from sinner/Indian 

to child-of-God/White.  How many times must I say that for Native peoples becoming Christian 

meant becoming White? And that this is essential to colonial Christianity.  And that colonization 

is essential to conversion.

This is the legacy of Western interpretations of Gen. 1-3 and Rom. 5-8.  I have focused 

quite a bit on the change of identities in conversion, in original sin and redemption, but I have 

not yet sufficiently addressed the movement.
33

  For the purposes of this thought experiment let us 

think of identities as spatial and movement as temporal (recognizing that identification also 

happens in time and movement in space).  In the conversion narrative the identities are sinner 

and child-of-God in theological terms and Native and White in racial terms, these terms being 

inseparable in Christian colonialism.  The second identity conceals the first, but it is the time in 

between these that is disappeared.  We can call this movement effacement.  Conversion is the 

time it takes to move from one identity to another; conversion is the time it takes to efface one 

identity for another.  Here we can reintroduce the spatiality of the movement.  The movement is 

the effacement of difference, specifically the difference indigeneity makes.  This difference is 

neither in the past nor in the future but in the present, which is why it must be disappeared in 

order for conversion to happen.  As Barber puts it, “if conversion does not happen now, if 

conversion never happens now, then this is because conversion denies the now, because 

conversion never wants the now to happen, or because conversion wants the now never to 

33
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happen.  If conversion happens, then the now does not.”
34

   We can see this logic, and this 

temporality of the movement of conversion at work.  If conversion happens then indigeneity 

does not, because conversion denies and effaces Native existence.  If indigeneity refuses 

conversion, if Native existence happens, then conversion does not.  Indigenous existence is in the 

now.  Yet Christianity has been “successful” in colonization, in conversion.  Thus, presently,

indigenous existence is wrought with trauma and cultural devastation.

Effacement: after this, nothing happened

The life and vision of Crow chief Plenty Coups is one of cultural devastation as well as 

resistance, or rather resurgence, to the effacement of colonial conversion brought upon the Crow 

people.  Plenty Coups’ experience of colonization can help us to understand the effacing 

movement of conversion, for colonization and conversion are but two sides of the same coin.

Similar to how Black Elk told his story to John Neihardt, Plenty Coups passed on some of his 

story to a friend named Frank B. Linderman, also a White man.  Before the Crow were confined 

to a reservation of land, they lived nomadically, hunting buffalo.
35

In his book on Plenty Coups, 

Jonathan Lear draws attention to one of the most striking comments Plenty Coups made to 

Linderman:

Plenty Coups refused to speak of his life after the passing of the buffalo, so that his story 

seems to have been broken off, leaving many years unaccounted for. “I have not told you 

half of what happened when I was young,” he said, when urged to go on. “I can think 

back and tell you much more of war and horse-stealing. But when the buffalo went away 

the hearts of my people fell to the ground, and they could not lift them up again. After this 

nothing happened. There was little singing anywhere. Besides,” he added sorrowfully, 

“you know that part of my life as well as I do. You saw what happened to us when the 

buffalo went away.”
36
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The phrase “after this nothing happened” will certainly sound esoteric to Western ears.  What 

could Plenty Coups possibly mean by this claim?  Had the Crow reached the end of history?

Was there an event that marked the end of all events?  A time, a point at which nothing 

afterwards could be counted as a happening?  What is a happening, anyway?  

Clearly, we can say that in no objective sense did history exhaust itself.  Thus one way to 

understand this claim would be psychologically, that life on the reservation (after the buffalo 

went away) was so depressing, traumatic, meaningless, oppressive, despairing that what 

happened there was not worth recounting because it was a death of sorts, and happenings seem to 

require life.  But Lear’s analysis goes further.  While many of these psychological experiences 

may be true, he suggests that a “happening” refers to the lived presence of Crow life.  Or rather, 

Crow existence is the precondition for happenings.  Thus when the buffalo went away and 

reservation life began, this change marked a time of cultural devastation.  Or, we could say, this 

conversion disappeared Crow existence itself.  This is emphasized by the last line: “you know 

that part of my life as well as I do. You saw what happened to us when the buffalo went away.”

But even such an anthropological interpretation is not quite enough, though it is that too.  What 

Lear wants to know is this: 

What is it about a form of life’s coming to an end that makes it such that for the 

inhabitants of that life things cease to happen?  Not just that it would seem to them that 

things ceased to happen, but what it would be for things to cease happening. […I]t is one 

thing to give an account of the circumstances in which a way of life actually collapses, it 

is another to give an account of what it would be for it to collapse. And it is yet another to 

ask: How ought we to live with this possibility of collapse?
37

I have discussed the first question at length with reference to various aspects of Christian 

colonialism in north america.  I want to address the second question here with regards to 
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conversion, movement, and time.  The third question will be taken up later in consideration of 

resistance and resurgence movements.

The Crow were essentially hunters and warriors, both of which made their existence 

possible.  “[I]n traditional Crow life, everything counted either as hunting or fighting or as 

preparing to hunt and fight.”
38

  Everyday acts were given meaning within the greater purpose of 

hunting and fighting which constituted existence culturally but also literally (hunting for 

sustenance and fighting for territory where the buffalo were).  Without this larger scheme of life 

(which the reservation deprived) even every day acts ceased to be meaningful or even 

intelligible.
39

  Lear illustrates: 

Imagine an evening in 1860: a young Crow woman wanders by another’s teepee, sees her 

stirring a pot on an open flame, and asks her, “What are you doing?” She answers, “I’m 

getting my husband and family ready for tomorrow’s battle.” In the context, this answer 

is a real possibility. She is preparing a meal, but she identifies the act by locating it in a 

larger scheme of purposefulness. It is this larger scheme that is suddenly wiped out—and 

with it goes the possibility of identifying the act in this way. In 1890, it is still possible

for a member of the Crow tribe to stir a pot outside a teepee, and such stirring can count 

as cooking a meal. But there are no longer any circumstances in which an appropriate 

answer to the question “What are you doing?” is “Getting my family ready for 

tomorrow’s battle.”
40

The conversion of Crow life to reservation life was devastating.  Not only did it efface cultural 

practices, the entire scheme of existence in which anything or anyone could be identified as 

Crow was disappeared “when the buffalo went away.” After this nothing happened…You know 

that part of my life as well as I do.  Like other Native nations, the Crow conceived of time in 

terms of space: lunar patterns, the seasons, especially related to buffalo migration.  The 

temporality of Crow life was determined by the hunt and the fight.  And the conversion nullified, 

rendered obsolete, the temporality of Crow life by foreclosing the possibilities for a time to hunt, 

a time to fight, and a time to prepare for these.

38
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We mark change with a now—a now that divides the change into a before and an after. 

But to grasp this now we need to understand it as a now-when: a now when this change is

occurring. But in the situation as we are envisaging it, the Crow ran out of whens: the

categories that would normally have filled in the blanks lost their intelligibility. It could 

no longer be a now-when-we-are-hunting-buffalo. And nothing could any longer count as 

now-when-we-are-preparing-for-such-a-hunt. Similarly for battle. But all Crow 

temporality had fitted within these categories—everything that happened could be 

understood in these terms—and thus it seems fair to say that the Crow ran out of time.
41

The effacement of Crow culture.  The disappearance of a time of Crow existence.  The 

movement from nomadic life on the land to the confines of the reservation and the disappearance 

of the buffalo.  The settling down, settlement of nomadic life.  This is the colonial conversion 

(which, we cannot for a moment forget, is Christian).  The temporality of conversion moves from 

one identity to another, from a before to an after, as if in an instant, without delay, foreclosing 

the possibility of Crow existence in the present.  In other words, “Crow subjectivity collapses.”
42

As a Crow person, “[t]he concepts with which I would otherwise have understood myself—

indeed, the concepts with which I would otherwise have shaped my identity—have gone out of 

existence,” as Lear puts it.
43

  But this is not a matter of the exhaustion of a culture, the dwindling 

off of a people; disappearance is always produced.  As Barber argued, “conversion denies the 

now, because conversion never wants the now to happen, or because conversion wants the now 

never to happen.  If conversion happens, then the now does not.”
44

  That is, conversion does not 

happen in the present.  Because conversion is always narrated by a retrospective self, the 

movement from one identity to another does not happen in the present, but is only conceived as 

such afterwards, once the new identity differentiates itself from an old one.  Thus conversion and 

the now do not happen at the same time; their temporality is different.  One can see this not only 

in the conceptual distinctions Vine Deloria makes but in the temporality of the Crow in contrast 
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to the temporality of conversion (which is White and Christian).  We can say then that the 

difference indigeneity makes is not only spatial but temporal, and this temporal difference is 

what concerns us regarding Rom. 5-8 and its decolonization.  Just as we thought sin and Gen. 1-3 

without a conversion narrative in chapter 4, we need to think redemption/salvation and Rom. 5-8 

without conversion.

Recapitulation: decolonizing redemption

In the face of cultural devastation,

it’s about time that we did something.

It’s about time that I do something.

That is, I’m going to do something about time.

What am I going to do about time?

Space 

In his commentary on Romans, philosopher Giorgio Agamben suggests that the apostle 

Paul is not concerned with establishing a new identity that overcomes those of Greek and Jew, 

what we might today anachronistically call Christian.  Indeed, Christ is not as important to him 

as a historical figure (Jesus of the Gospels) but as a messianic one.  That is, what is important in 

Agamben’s reading of Paul (and the typology) is not any notion of a new identity constituted in 

Christ but the effect of the messianic on identities.  In terms of conversion, Paul is not concerned 

with identities but with their movement, or the movement between them.  With regards to the 

Rom. 5 Adam-Christ typology, Agamben writes, “What matters to us here is not the fact that 

each event of the past—once it becomes figure—announces a future event and is fulfilled in it, 

but it is the transformation of time implied by this typological relation. […] The messianic is not 

just one of two terms in this typological relation, it is the relation itself.”
45

  Whether the terms are 

Adam—Christ, Jew/Greek—Christian, sinner—child-of-God, Native—White, Paul is concerned 

45
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with what I have been marking with a dash, the movement of identities, the time in between.

Agamben calls this relation, this movement, messianic time.  This text is commonly read as an 

example of the already-but-not-yet fulfillment of the Kingdom of God.  The “already” referring 

to redemption in chronological time (human, historical time) and the not-yet referring to the 

future fulfillment of this redemption at the end of time, the eschaton.  But Agamben argues that 

there is another temporality at work in this typology (messianic time) that is neither 

chronological nor eschatological.  Rather, it is “the time that remains between time and its end 

[…] it is a remnant, the time that remains between these two times.”
46

For Agamben, Christ, the messianic figure, does not constitute an identity (in time) but an 

interruption or contraction of identification, i.e., a movement. “[F]or Paul, the messianic is not a 

third eon situated between two times; but rather, it is a caesura that divides the division between 

times and introduces a remnant, a zone of undecidability, in which the past is dislocated into the 

present and the present is extended into the past. […] messianic time is neither the complete nor 

the incomplete, neither the past nor the future, but the inversion of both.”
47

  By refusing the 

identification with chronos or eschaton, messianic time resists the terms, the very logic of 

conversion.  In Western Christianity, the conversion or reidentification from sinner to child-of-

God in the typology occurs along a chronological and eschatological temporality—the already 

and the not-yet-fully.  But Agamben argues that another temporality is at play (messianic time) 

which interrupts and contracts this temporality.  In a sense, messianic time puts a spoke in this 

temporality, and because the linear progression is stalled, the identification (conversion’s 

operation) is stalled.  Because the messianic produces a caesura, a cut, in time, the movement of 

conversion is interrupted, inverted even.  The messianic refuses the identitarian terms of 
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conversion and through its inversive movement, the messianic thus produces not another identity 

in time, but a time that remains—a remnant—when one identity is not effaced for another.

Conversion is the time, the movement from one identity to another, and successful conversion is 

the fulfillment of this time.  In other words, the fulfillment of time is the effacement of one 

identity for another.  Without the remnant, without messianic time, the first identity would cease 

to exist according to conversion’s redemption narrative  But the refusal of conversion inverts this 

time, producing the time that remains, a remnant of time, the rest of time, time left over.

Messianic time, therefore,  does not produce a convert, a new identity, but a remnant.  The time 

that remains is present time, now-time.  By contrast, the time of conversion is not now but 

narrated by the retrospective self.  The refusal of conversion thus makes present the remainder, 

the rest of the time that conversion had begun to bring an end to, to efface.  The messianic is “the 

present as the exigency of fulfillment, what gives itself “as an end”.”
48

  In our case, what gives 

itself as an end (purpose) is an end (refusal, stop) to conversion.  I will return to this notion of the 

remnant and the now, messianic time and making-present, later. 

For Agamben, the typological relation is animated by Paul’s term anakeph ,

recapitulation.  Unlike the historical, linear, totalizing movement/temporality of conversion, the 

movement/temporality of the messianic is recapitulation.  The word recapitulation evokes 

connotations of repetition, retrieval, and return, and I would add resurgence.
49

  Recapitulation is 

a sort of looping back.  The example Agamben gives for this is the sestina, a type of poem with a 

distinct interplay of rhyme and repetition—in short, a temporality.  The last word in the last line 

of the first stanza becomes the last word in the first line of the second stanza. In the third stanza, 

this same word is the last word of the second line. Meanwhile the last word of the last line in the 

48
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second stanza becomes the last word in the first line of the third stanza. This occurs over the 

course of six stanzas. The final stanza recapitulates all of the end words in another form.
50

  Very 

different than linear, historical time, Agamben calls this “cruciform retrogradation, an alternation 

between inversion and progression.”
51

  Recapitulation as messianic temporality resonates with 

Lakota and Ojibwa understandings of time.  Recapitulation is not accurately described as 

chronological or eschatological but it also does not occur somehow apart from these; it does not 

come from somewhere else.  Rather, cruciform retrogradation is internal to the sestina in the way 

that time is spatial or history is conceived of in terms of nature.  That is, messianic temporality is 

immanent in creation (nature) and this produces a very different scheme of life than the 

conversion narrative’s creation—fall—redemption. 

The logic of conversion in Augustine and Western Christianity’s redemption narrative 

relies on a movement, a temporality that I have characterized as historical, linear, progressive, 

and future oriented.  The temporality of the messianic, however, a different reading of Rom. 5, is 

rhythmic, cyclical, and recapitulating.  For Agamben, recapitulation is still oriented towards the 

future albeit in a significantly different figuration.  His exegesis provides us with a way of 

thinking redemption/salvation without conversion.  The rhythmic, repetitive, recapitulating 

dimensions of messianic time resonate deeply with Ojibwa and Lakota cosmologies, yet this 

temporality must be thought more emphatically spatial and oriented by nature.  The sense of 

futurity is revoked in a making-present that attends to the past.  This is because Ojibwa and 

Lakota and Crow recognize in immediate ways that “[t]he past is never dead. It’s not even 

past.”
52

Drawing on Agamben’s messianic time, I want to suggest that recapitulation is a 

temporality of making-present, a temporality of the now, because not only does it defy 
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conversion in its caesura and looping back, it also produces a remnant, a remaining time that 

conversion effaces.  It is in that sense, then, that we can think of the temporality of recapitulation 

as the now.  When conversion happens, the now does not.  When the now happens, it happens as 

a caesura, as recapitulation, as resurgence.  When the now happens, conversion, redemptive 

futurity, does not.  Agamben writes:

We are used to hearing that in the moment of salvation one has to look to the future and 

to eternity. [Echo Augustine.] To the contrary, for Paul recapitulation, ,

means that ho nyn kairos [the time of the now]
53

is a contraction of past and present, that 

we will have to settle our debts, at the decisive moment, first and foremost with the past. 

This obviously does not imply attachment or nostalgia; quite the opposite, for the 

recapitulation of the past is also a summary judgment on it.
54

When Plenty Coups remarked that after the buffalo went away, nothing happened, we can 

understand this as the colonial operation of conversion, the temporality of which effaces the now, 

the existence of Crow life through its redemption narrative (whether as salvation, civilization, 

development, progress, etc.).  And yet colonization did not wipe out the Crow people.  By the 

wisdom of a vision Plenty Coups had, they managed to survive.

Making-Present: radical hope and resurgence

Before the arrival of the settlers, Plenty Coups had a vision in which he saw the 

disappearance of the buffalo, the appearance of spotted buffalo, and was told he needed to 

become like the chickadee.
55

  The elders interpreted his dream to mean that he would witness the 

death of the buffalo, replaced by the White man’s cows.  The significance of the chickadee was 

to listen and watch the White man’s ways closely.
56

  “Plenty Coups was told in the dream that, to 

survive, he must follow the example of the Chickadee.  The Chickadee is a bird that learns from 

53
Agamben, The Time That Remains, 61.

54
Ibid., 77-78. Emphasis mine.

55
For a description of the vision see Lear, 70-71.

56
Lear, 72. See also Plenty Coups’ claim, “With what the white man knows he can oppress us. If we learn what he 

knows, he can never oppress us again.” Timothy P. McClearly, “Afterword,” in Linderman, Plenty-Coups, 175

quoted in Lear, 138.



114

others.  But exactly what he needed to learn was left unclear.”
57

  In the face of colonization, 

Plenty Coups was able to see that a way of life, the time of Crow existence as he knew it, was 

coming to an end.  Similar to Black Elk’s vision, Plenty Coups was to do something to help his 

people survive the cultural devastation, the end-of-time.  To some extent this meant learning the 

ways of the settlers—converting to some degree, one could say, out of necessity.
58

  But this did 

not mean that the Crow had resigned themselves to their “new” life.  On the contrary, Plenty 

Coups’ vision allowed him to hold out hope for an intelligible Crow existence to resume, though 

it would not be identical to their previous nomadic life.  Lear suggests that it is “[p]recisely 

because Plenty Coups sees that a traditional way of life is coming to an end, that he is in a 

position to embrace a peculiar form of hopefulness.  It is basically hope for revival: for coming 

back to life in a form of life that is not yet intelligible.”
59

  But such “revival,” such radical hope 

(as Lear calls it) should not be understood in terms of a redemptive futurity.  The notion of hope 

for something yet unknown reminds us of Rom. 8:24-25: “For in hope we were saved.  Now 

hope that is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for what is seen?  But if we hope for what we do 

not see, we wait for it with patience.”

Western Christianity understands this as Christ’s not-yet, the future redemption, the 

eschatological fulfillment.  I would suggest that this hope belongs not in a linear temporality but 

a circular, cyclical, recapitulating one.  The passage is situated amidst a larger passage on death, 

decay, and re-birth of all creation.  Only a temporality inattentive to the temporality of nature, 

creation herself, could read this hope in such a linear, progressive way.  Indeed, as Laura 
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Donaldson has argued, death and decay make possible, make space, for life again.
60

  The 

temporality of nature (space) is a circle in most Native cosmologies.  In a circle, the past makes 

present; the circle makes the past present again and again and again.

Agamben writes:

What Paul says here is that insofar as messianic time aims towards the fulfillment of 

time—( ; note that it says kairoi and not chronoi! cf. Gal. 4:4: 

tou chronou)—it effectuates a recapitulation, a kind of summation of all things, in heaven 

and on earth—of all that has transpired from creation to the messianic “now,” meaning of 

the past as a whole. […] This recapitulation of the past produces a [fullness]

when God “will be all in all.” Messianic is therefore an abridgement and 

anticipation of eschatological fulfillment.
61

This God “being all in all” resonates deeply with Ojibwa and Lakota understandings of the 

Creator manifesting itself in all creation.  This is the notion of wholeness, harmony, balance 

discussed by Randy Woodley, Black Elk, and Elder Norman Meade.  What Western Christianity 

interprets as a redemption narrative belonging to conversion is decolonized by a temporality that 

is spatial and natural.  The redemption narrative is shown to be a particular interpretation and a 

traumatizing, dominating, but by no means necessary one.  Reading Rom. 5-8 with Ojibwa and 

Lakota cosmologies in mind, and the experience of IRS survivors and the Crow, decolonizes the 

text and Western soteriology.  Refusing the logic of conversion, its narrative of redemptive 

futurity (and thereby also its doctrine of original sin), refusing the effacement of the not-White, 

indigeneity makes a difference.  Even in the face of cultural devastation, even under 

colonization, indigeneity produces its own recapitulating temporality that interrupts history’s 

progress and makes space for indigenous life, again.  Indigeneity, through its own spatial 

temporality, makes-present its life again.  The time that refuses conversion, no matter when it 

does so, produces a remnant that resists both redemptive futurity and original sin because it loops 

60
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back, recapitulating the past.  As Agamben writes, “[it is] by means of this caesura, this 

interpolation of the [differential] present into the inert homogeneity of linear time, the 

contemporary [the now,] puts to work a special relationship between the different times,” namely 

a non-dominant, non-effacing one.
62

  Moreover, “it is the contemporary who has broken the 

vertebrae of his [colonial] time […;] he also makes of this fracture a meeting place, or an 

encounter between times and generations.”
63

  Despite conversion’s dominance and effacement, 

indigeneity, because of its difference, causes a caesura.  Despite conversion, when indigeneity 

happens, it happens now.  When recapitulation happens, the now happens, the caesura happens, 

and conversion does not.  As I wrote earlier in this chapter,

In the face of cultural devastation,

it’s about time that we did something.

It’s about time that I do something.

That is, I’m going to do something about time.

What am I going to do about time?

Space 

When conversion does not happen, colonialism does not happen.  When colonialism does not 

happen, Whiteness does not happen.  But what does happen when conversion does not happen?

More specifically, what happens when redemption does not happen?  Resurgence happens.  And 

resurgence always happens in the now.  When the now happens, resurgence happens.

Resurgence, I submit, is “making present that which has [been] disappeared, and doing it now, 

with all of the instability this involves.”
64

  As Lear writes about the Crow, “It is one thing to 

dance as though nothing has happened; it is another to acknowledge that something singularly 

62
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awful has happened—the collapse of happenings—and then decide to dance.”
65

  This is the 

movement of resurgence, how resurgence movements happen.

In her exceptional book, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-

Creation, Resurgence and a New Emergence, scholar and activist Leanne Simpson (Michi 

Saagiig Nishaabeg) recounts a movement of resurgence. During the 20
th

anniversary of the Oka 

Crisis a curator, performance artist, and story tellers created an exhibition called “Mapping 

Resistances.”
66

  I retell one piece of performance art from her book here:

Belmore’s presence was a political, intellectual, spiritual and emotional innovation 

strategically designed to infuse a colonial space with non-authoritarian power, presence 

and connection. The entrance to Price Chopper faces a large parking lot, and along the 

sidewalk is a long, large, brown concrete wall. The audience gathered across the street 

facing the wall. After a short while, Belmore and two other people—a Nishanaabeg 

woman and a white man with a trumpet dressed in in historic military uniform—drove a 

black pick-up truck blaring classic rock music up onto the side walk. Belmore got out of 

the truck and methodically placed four purple pillows on the sidewalk with four rocks on 

each pillow. She then proceeded to unload dozens of single litre plastic bags of milk and 

lined them between the pillows. When the milk was lined up, she aggressively and 

violently ripped open each bag with her teeth, and filled up a large bucket. When all the 

bags were open, she took a long paint roller and began to paint three large Xs on the 

brown concrete wall. The other Nishnaabeg woman methodically washed each X off with 

a garden hose, while the military man played sad music on his trumpet. This went on for 

several minutes. Presencing and erasing. Eventually, the three packed up their 

belongings, hosed off the sidewalk and left in the black truck.

The performance itself was dense, with references to other work (including the other 

festival performances) and Nishnaabeg metaphor: colonizers have taken our land and our 

sustenance, and through the process of capitalism, industry and manufacturing, they have 

used our own sustenance, represented as milk, to erase.
67

As Simpson reflected on the performance she noted its impact on her, its resurgent power: 

“Downtown Peterborough, like any other occupied space in the Americas, is a bastion of 

colonialism as experienced by Nishnaabeg people.  But for twenty minutes in June, that bastion 

65
Lear, 153.

66
Leanne Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back: Stories of Nishnaabeg Re-Creation, Resurgence and a New 

Emergence (Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing, 2011), 96.
67

Simpson, Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, 96-97. Emphasis mine. 



118

was transformed into an alternative space that provided a fertile bubble for envisioning and 

realizing Nishnaabeg visions of justice, voice, presence and resurgence.”
68

Conclusion

I have argued that Augustine’s hamartiology depends on a conversion narrative figured as 

creation—fall—redemption.  This is characteristic of Western Christianity in general.  In 

Augustine, this scheme contains a double conversion within itself, first from a paradisiacal state 

to original sin, and then from original sin to redemption.  These two narratives are 

interdependent and necessitate each other.  One of the primary texts for Augustine’s doctrine of 

original sin is Rom. 5:12 and how this relates to the Adam-Christ typology.  He grounds his 

notion of seminal identity in this verse reading it as “in whom all have sinned.”  The Latin, in 

quo, makes it possible for Augustine to interpret the propagation of sin from a historical Adam 

throughout all his descendants through the reproductive process.  Since the fall is figured in a 

linear historical-temporal way, the redemption narrative is interpreted as an ascent in the same 

manner.  As long as Rom. 5:12 is rendered “in whom,” Augustine’s formulation of original sin 

and redemption is secure since the Adam-Christ typology can then be read as a conversion 

narrative that maps out universally.  Original sin identifies all humans as sinners and estranged 

while redemption makes us children of God and adopted in Christ.  Seminal identity makes this 

conversion necessary and determines the temporality of the typology as historical and linear. 

Such an Augustinian understanding of original sin and redemption is deeply troubling.  In 

reality, because original sin is the starting discourse, the redemptive aspect of conversion is seen 

as the only conversion in Christianity.  By making sin original for all Adam’s descendants, 

conversion is immediately and solely associated with redemption.  Furthermore, because original 

sin is universally inherited, redemption is also universally required and justified in this way.

68
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Throughout this thesis I have sought to interrogate Western notions of original sin with Native 

theologies, cosmologies, and phenomenology.  One of the primary questions I have asked is 

what difference indigeneity makes.  Among other things, this question focuses on the experience 

of Native peoples with Western Christianity, specifically with regards to narratives of fall and 

redemption.  By origin(al)izing sin for Native peoples, amer-european missionaries forced 

Native peoples to accept an utterly depraved status and seek redemption.  But because sin and 

redemption were conceived of in racial terms, Native culture was sinful and amer-european 

culture was redemptive, becoming Christian meant becoming White.  Christianity’s redemption 

narrative was operated through Indian mission schools/IRS.  The redemption from sinful Native 

culture involved often violent assimilation to Western cultural ideals.  Thus the redemptive 

rhetoric of adoption in Romans played out as cultural devastation; conversion was assimilation.

Decolonization therefore requires us to think without conversion, to resist conversion’s 

redemptive futurity.

I have suggested that there are ways of thinking the Adam-Christ typology, Rom. 5-8, 

and redemption/salvation that do not rely on or posit conversion.  Agamben’s understanding of 

messianic time as a remnant, as the time that remains as difference between chronological and 

eschatological time is helpful in this regard.  His notion of recapitulation allows us to understand 

the temporality of the Adam-Christ typology (and the relation between sin and redemption, 

brokenness and healing) in non-linear terms.  Because recapitulation loops back, contracting the 

past and the present, I suggested that this resonates with Ojibwa and Lakota cosmologies which 

privilege circular and cyclical understandings of creation, time, and all relations.  Indeed, in a 

circular understanding of Rom. 5-8, the adoption language can be understood as non-hierarchical 

kinship language as in the Lakota phrase mitakuye oyasin (all my relations) rather than the 
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paternalistic turn it took in IRS.  Additionally, the production of a remnant in messianic time 

allows us to stall the redemption narrative and resurgence to make present again (cycle) what 

conversion sought to efface, namely Native existence.  Recapitulation enables us to think of 

redemption not in terms of conversion but as resistance and resurgence in the face of cultural 

devastation and fragmentation.  A theological understanding of Rom. 5-8 as resurgence instead 

of redemption dismantles Augustine’s notion of original sin by refusing the terms of 

identification of sinner/Native and child-of-God/White and the movement of conversion as 

effacement of one identity for another.  This refusal makes present that which conversion effaces 

through resurgence, an alternate space and time.
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Epilogue

“…from the perspective of the Onkwehonwe struggle, the enemy is not the white man in racial 

terms, it is a certain way of thinking with an imperialist mind.”

-Taiaiake Alfred
1

In essence, this thesis is framed around the question of imperialism.  This includes the 

literal colonization of a place and people by another people (let us call this its economic and 

political dimensions), but it also refers to much more covert epistemological functions, which 

undergird its topography, its visible manifestations.  At its most basic, imperialism is about 

power, specifically about the power to control, to dominate, to subjugate.  At the epistemological 

level, imperialism exercises the power to define, arbitrate, order, impose, transcend, to make the 

rules, and to state the exceptions.
2
  All of these elements are at play when one considers various 

colonizations throughout history.  But imperial regimes are not all the same.  What ultimately 

distinguishes them is their religiosity, their particular metaphysical and ontological beliefs—in 

short, their particular “regimes of truth.”
3

The religiosity of european colonization of the americas was unmistakably Christian.  

Among all its other functions outlined above, imperialism’s most overlooked mechanism is its 

universal/absolute claim to Truth and its accompanying power/drive to convert that which is 

other-than-itself to itself.  One might consider the systematic conversion of the geography of 

america from forests to colonies, from grasslands to farms, as analogous to the conversion of 

pagans to Christianity, Native to amer-european, red to White.  North american colonialism 

operates precisely on this logic of conversion, the effacement of one identity for another, which 

iss securely rooted in the theological and exegetical tradition of the West.  The fundamental 

1
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2

One will be reminded of Carl Schmitt’s famous dictum here: “Sovereign is he who states the exception.”
3

A phrase I borrow from Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 33.
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schema of a creation—fall—redemption, conceived in racial terms, was used to justify the 

assimilation and genocide of millions of Indigenous peoples.  Colonial Christianity and its 

capitalist economics are the master’s house that Audre Lorde claims “will never be dismantled 

with the master’s tools.”
4
  And yet as Andrea Smith, Laura Donaldson, Randy Woodley and 

others suggest, the house can be dismantled nevertheless, with the tools of decolonization, and 

something else can be made in its place through resurgence.

I have tried to articulate some of the possibilities for the decolonization of dominant 

Western texts that were prominent in supporting the doctrine of original sin, the basis of the 

creation—fall—redemption narrative that conversion heralds.  But the astute reader will have

noticed that I do not use the term “decolonization” in the past tense.  This is because 

decolonization is not complete.  Whatever it is that I have done with regards to reinterpretation 

without the logic of conversion, it should not be understood as the arrival at a destination that we 

can properly call decolonized or post-colonial.  But this is not cause for despair, lament perhaps, 

but not despair.  As the epigraph above suggests, decolonization has to do with changing 

imperial habits of thought.  As such, decolonization is not a project, or a solution to a problem; it 

does not warrant a social engineering approach to righting wrongs and pursuing justice and 

healing—that is still a way of thinking with an imperial mind, one that seeks to control and bring

about order out of difference and the conflict it believes differences produce.  This sort of 

thinking, this false decolonization, is merely a replication of conversion in another form.  As 

Andrea Smith has suggested, 

decolonization movements can exist in unexpected places. One such place is the Christian 

mission field, which has brought Native evangelicals into conversation with evangelicals 

from colonized nations around the world. In what would seem to be purely a site of 

religious and cultural imperialism, a politics of decolonization has emerged that threatens 

4
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to reshape the boundaries of Christianity itself.  How decolonization discourse within 

Native evangelicalism will develop and to what effect remains to be seen. But the 

emergence of decolonization within what would seem to be an intrinsically colonial 

evangelical discourse perhaps speaks to the inherent instability of colonization itself.
5

When we begin decolonizing, we find ourselves in the broken hoop.  As Black Elk saw 

it, the healing of the hoop, was a return to the form of a circle, and to walk its path, the good red 

road, in a sacred manner.  What does that mean?  To walk as relatives.  To walk as mitakuye 

oyasin, in a way that honours all our relatives, all creation.  The teachers in this thesis have 

taught us that it is by walking in the circle, with all our relations, where we learn decolonization, 

justice, and healing.  A friend of mine and an elder to me, Adrian Jacobs (Cayuga from Six 

Nations) often speaks to groups about colonialism and Indigenous justice.  The most common 

question White people ask him after his talks and workshops is “what can we do?”  His response 

to this question is, “listen to our stories until you are reduced to a puddle of tears.  Then sit there, 

stay there, and wait for God to resurrect you.  And when God does, you will find yourself 

standing in solidarity, hand in hand with Native peoples.”  This is also the position in which the 

round dance is danced, by many Aboriginal peoples across Canada.  

Round and round we go

we hold each other’s hands

and weave ourselves in a circle.

The day is done.

The dance goes on.
6

5
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6

These words from an anonymous camp song I learned as a child seem to capture the spirit of the round dance, the 

healing circle, and the path of decolonization.


