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Abstract

White Christian nationalism presents itself as restoration—of a Christian nation, a moral
order, a rightful hierarchy. This article argues that what it restores is the world-making
rhetoric of the Doctrine of Christian Discovery (DoCD). Reading the fifteenth-century
papal bulls, their sedimentation into United States law, culture, religion, and contemporary
dominionist discourse as a single rhetorical formation, we show that the bulls’ vocabulary
of discovery, vacancy, and civilization did not describe a world but constituted one: a
moral-legal order in which Christian identity conferred sovereignty and racialized peoples
appeared as obstacles to salvation and property. That order persists as hegemonic common
sense, carried by legal precedent, curricula, and popular culture, and it is re-performed
today in the territorial rhetoric of the New Apostolic Reformation and white Christian
nationalism. Following Steven T. Newcomb (Shawnee/Lenape), repudiating the doctrine’s
documents without dismantling its embeddedness within language and cognition leaves
religious nationalism’s deepest resource intact. Against the discovery template, we set three
counter-rhetorics—Indigenous theologies, Black theology, and womanism—and argue that
desanctifying dominion requires conciliation, not reconciliation.

Keywords: Doctrine of Christian Discovery; white Christian nationalism; dominion
theology; constitutive rhetoric; hegemony; Johnson v. M’Intosh; Two Row Wampum,;
womanist ethics; Black theology; settler colonialism

1. Introduction: Sacralizing Dominion at the Crossroads

Two origin stories, five centuries apart, follow a similar rhetorical strategy. In May
1493, Pope Alexander VI signed Inter Caetera, narrating a gift of lands that had never
belonged to him: by apostolic authority, the lands “discovered and to be discovered” west
of a line drawn on the ocean were given, granted, and assigned—donamus, concedimus, et
assignamus—to the monarchs of Castile, together with the peoples living on them, so that
“barbarous nations” might be subjugated and brought to the faith (Modrow and Smith
2022). In 1975, as the story is told, Bill Bright of Campus Crusade for Christ and Loren
Cunningham of Youth With A Mission (YWAM) each received, independently and on the
same day, a divine directive listing seven “mountains” of culture that Christians must
climb and claim. “Or so the legend goes,” writes the rhetorician Matthew Boedy of that
second story, noting that the meeting was not written about for decades and functions in
the movement as “powerful spiritual lore passed down from one generation to another”
(Boedy 2025). Both narratives do the same rhetorical work. Each manufactures retroactive
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divine sanction for a program of domination; each converts an act of taking into an act of
receiving; each locates authority in a grant no court of the living can inspect.

This article argues that the resemblance is not a coincidence but an inheritance,
carried most often by society and institutions rather than via conscious transmission.
As we have previously discussed, the Doctrine of Christian Discovery (DoCD) is not
merely the legal precedent of American empire but its foundational rhetorical template

as

(Brett and Hill 2024a). The papal bulls” vocabulary of “discovery,” “vacancy,” and “civ-
ilization” constituted a theological and moral order in which Christian identity con-
ferred title to lands that, while still occupied, became vacant under the Christian civi-
lizing gaze. What Newcomb calls the Original Free Prior Existence of Indigenous Peo-
ples is not honored by the settler colonial Christian; instead, it is seen as an obstacle
(Newcomb 2008; Wolfchild 2015). White Christian nationalism today speaks in that same
deterministic framework, sacralizing territorial belonging and racial hierarchy as divine
restoration. This is why repudiating the doctrine’s documents, as hundreds of churches
and even the Vatican have now attempted, leaves religious nationalism’s deepest re-
source intact: the repudiations disavow the paper while the rhetoric keeps working
(Holy See Press Office 2023). A theological, legal, and intellectual rescinding and repu-
diation of the dominion within theology is what is needed.

Four clarifications bound and delimit our analysis. First, we do not argue that con-
temporary Christian nationalists consciously transmit a fifteenth-century doctrine; most
have never heard of it. Instead, we argue that the doctrine’s rhetoric was sedimented
into institutions—property law, federal Indian law, curricula, civil religion—that carry
it forward ideologically and intellectually through the pattern of a sedimented religion
identified by Tisa Wenger (Wenger 2026). Second, we argue that the DoCD is the template
for settler-colonial Christian nationalisms not only throughout the Americas but across
the colonial world (R. J. Miller 2026, 2019).> Other formations sacralize territory through
other genealogies (Saiya 2025). Third, “religious nationalism” itself is not a uniformly
dominant category. Tracey E. Hucks has documented a form of African American religious
nationalism that “presumes as its starting point the normalcy, and not the aberration, of
blackness and argues for its theological integrity and sacredness,” a nationalism grounded
in peoplehood from below (Hucks 2012, pp. 27-28; Clark 2026). Our target, by contrast, is
the Enlightenment’s dominative formulation of nationalism. We mark this distinction so
that the term itself is not ceded to domination.

Fourth, on the kinds of claim we make, the article moves between historical continuity,
genealogical influence, and structural analogy. We do not treat these as three separate
arguments. They are one continuity seen at three magnifications, as under a microscope.
Zoom in on the law and the chain of citation appears link by link: the bulls, Johnson v.
M’Intosh, Sherrill v. Oneida, Brackeen v. Haaland. Zoom out to the movements and the links
blur into influence: Reconstructionism forming the New Apostolic Reformation. Zoom out
again, to Inter Caetera set beside a Reconstructionist commentary on Genesis, and only the
shape remains, the same grammar at both ends of five centuries. Three focal points, one
specimen: one Christian nationalism across several empires, from Rome through Iberia and
Britain to the United States, and the analogies show what continuity looks like when the
chain of citation goes underground (Section 5 explains how hegemony carries the doctrine
forward implicitly).

A brief clarifying note regarding terminology, since “Christian colonialism” and
“Christian hegemony” could each claim the phenomenon. We use all three and mean
something distinct by each. Following Tink Tinker (wazhazhe, Osage Nation), we take
the three to share one source: Christendom, which crossed the Atlantic as a eurochristian
formation and has maintained itself ever since through an abstracted Christian hegemony
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that merges with the putatively secular hegemony we call culture (Tinker 2024). Colonialism
names the method: the conquest, dispossession, and remaking of Indigenous worlds
through Christian categories. Hegemony names the maintenance: the process by which
those categories become ordinary and pass as culture (Section 5). Nationalism names the
identification of a people, its state, and its destiny with Christianity, and we reserve it
for the domination code at its strongest point of impact: the intersection of Christianity
and statecraft. Here we follow Newcomb, whose reading of Johnson v. M’Intosh and
plenary power gave “Christian nationalism” its definitive usage within federal Indian
law (Newcomb 1993). One Christian nationalism runs across several empires, from Rome
through Iberia and Britain to the United States, and we emphasize that continuity (Riccardi-
Swartz 2026; cf. Ruether 2007). The gradations of hegemonic domination and violence in
the encounters between eurochristians and the Indigenous peoples of Turtle Island/ Abya
Yala deserve parsing in their own right; our focus is the point where Christianity and
statecraft meet. We recognize that the term is contested within the field, and on grounds we
share: the discourse can obscure the colonial genealogy and racial formation that produce
the movement (Homewood 2026; Hulsether 2026; McCrary 2026; Smith and Tran 2026).
This article supplies that genealogy: we retain the term, but historicize it.?

Religious nationalism, as we have argued elsewhere, is best identified by its relation
to myth: “myth-histories become totalizing and vital,” and “to desecrate the myth and/or
the icons is to desecrate the nation” (Brett 2026, p. iii). As our colleagues Ilyse Morgenstein
Fuerst and Megan Goodwin remind us, “BORDERS ARE LIES WE TELL ON MAPS AND
DEFEND WITH BOMBS.”* In the quotidian sense, myths of domination are just like the
borders they draw (Morgenstein Fuerst and Goodwin 2024). Building on our previous
Religions article and our earlier documentary work, which assembled the paper trail from
the fifteenth-century bulls through dominion theology, here we ask how the self-referential,
authorizing rhetoric of theological and jurisprudential justifications of dominion works
(Brett and Hill 2024a). The argument unfolds in four movements: a close reading of the
bulls as constitutive rhetoric (Sections 3 and 4 trace the words into law); an account of
the hegemonic frameworks that carry them (Section 5); a reading of contemporary white
Christian nationalist and New Apostolic Reformation discourse as discovery rhetoric re-
performed (Sections 6-8); and a constructive turn to the counter-rhetorics—Indigenous,
Black, and womanist—that have resisted domination all along (Sections 9 and 10).

2. Meeting at the Crossroads: Rhetoric, Race, and Religion as Method

In conversation with this Special Issue’s guest editors Andre E. Johnson and Denise
Burgher, we focus on the psycho-social and linguistic registers of religion. As Ashon T.
Crawley has so deftly illustrated, religion is bound to language: its worlds are spoken,
sung, decreed, and translated into deeds and titles (Crawley 2016). Race, as a generation of
scholarship has shown, is in significant part a Christian theological production: Geraldine
Heng locates race-making in medieval Christendom’s sorting of Christian from Jew, Muslim,
and “Saracen,” with religion as the primary sorting mechanism (Heng 2018); Willie James
Jennings locates the racial imagination’s primal act in the colonial displacement of peoples
from land (Jennings 2010); J. Kameron Carter traces the whitened Christ to Christianity’s
severance from its Jewish roots (Carter 2008). As the RaceB4Race symposia on premodern
critical race studies highlight, race emerged as a weapon of dominion precisely through
Christian settler-colonial encounters with Africa and the Western Hemisphere (Hall et al.
2023). Rhetoric is where both become public order—where a way of speaking hardens into
a way of classifying diverse nations, religions, cultures, and peoples into collective nouns
and adjectives that homogenize and erase difference.
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Rhetorically, we situate our analysis alongside Kenneth Burke and Maurice Charland.

“

Burke’s “terministic screens” emphasize how vocabulary can deterministically direct atten-
tion: a terminology of “discovery” is simultaneously a terminology of erasure, for it can
only see land as found, never as home (Burke 1966). Peter Fitzpatrick locates the same op-
eration inside the word: “the prefix ‘dis-" does have a privative force with its connotations
of actively denying or undoing a previous condition,” so that “the thing discovered is now
different for having been discovered” (Fitzpatrick 2002, p. 25). Charland’s “constitutive
rhetoric” names the deeper operation: discourse does not merely persuade pre-existing
subjects but calls subjects into being, interpellating peoples “always already” inside its
narrative while concealing its own artifice (Charland 1987). The bulls, we will argue, did
not describe Christian sovereigns, discoverable lands, and enslaveable peoples; they con-
stituted them. Charles H. Long’s Significations further underscores this constitutive and
co-creative power of language through his careful attention to the genealogical history of
religions, phenomenology, and rhetoric. For Long, “signification”—the conqueror’s power
to name others—renders the signified into objects of the Western religious imagination,
and the colonized, excluded from the naming act, “exist as the pauses between the words,”
where “in their silence they speak” (Long 1986; Long 1969, p. 146). We return to Long’s
category of “opacity” in the constructive turn: when a culture’s opacity is denied, “the
meaning of that culture as a human value is denied” (Long 2018).

Two terms recur in what follows and should be defined at the outset. By the doctrine’s
grammar, we mean not only its vocabulary but also its syntax, which together form a fixed
set of positions (a divine grantor, a chosen grantee, a territory given, and a people to be
subdued) that any speaker can refill with new nouns. In contrast, the relations among
those positions remain unchanged. By template, we mean that grammar in motion: a
structure that, once installed in a legal opinion, curriculum, or sermon, can regenerate
the doctrine’s conclusions without explicit citation. Burke’s terministic screens select the
vocabulary; Charland’s constitutive rhetoric supplies the subjects; grammar fixes their
relation. Section 6 offers the fullest demonstration by placing the papal donation clause
beside a Reconstructionist commentary on Genesis.

Jonathan J. Edwards has recently read R. J. Rushdoony—the founder of Christian
Reconstructionism—through Burke’s synecdoche, showing how the “law-word” trope
totalizes: a part (God’s law) stands for and constitutes a whole (all social order), foreclosing
neutrality and licensing theocratic uniformity (Edwards 2024). Rushdoony’s religious
rhetoric builds on Calvin’s synecdochic exegesis. It expands it across more than eight hun-
dred pages of commentary on the Ten Commandments, until the eighth commandment’s
prohibition of theft condemned public education itself and the law-word underwrote “a
dangerous fetishization of homogeneity, privacy, and racial and religious purity” (Edwards
2024, pp. 354-55). And the stakes exceed one movement’s idiom: synecdoche, Edwards
observes, is the trope of hegemonic construction—the part that “founds the w(hole)”—and
Rushdoony’s value as an archive is precisely that “he said quiet parts out loud,” articulating
premises that remain unstated in the fundamentalist and Christian nationalist arguments
of the present (Edwards 2024, pp. 352-54).

Simon P. Kennedy has traced “worldview” itself as a “combat concept,” forged twice
for cultural war, from Abraham Kuyper’s “mortal combat” against modernism to Francis
Schaeffer’s “total and complete antithesis” (Kennedy 2024). The word'’s career runs from
Kant’s Weltanschauung into the hands of James Orr and Kuyper in the 1890s, reforged as
conservative Christianity’s “tool for differentiation from, and contention with, the ‘other’”
(Kennedy 2024, pp. 63-67). When the concept re-emerged in the 1970s through Schaeffer,
Charles Colson, and Nancy Pearcey, the martial framing had become explicit doctrine:
“The real war is a cosmic struggle between worldviews—between the Christian worldview
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and the various secular and spiritual worldviews arrayed against it” (Colson and Pearcey,
quoted in Kennedy 2024, p. 63). Kennedy argues that worldview language was never
merely a rhetorical strategy but “a weapon intended for conflict”; the dominionist rhetoric
is therefore as theologically constitutive as the theology it supports (Kennedy 2024, pp. 66—
67). In agreement with Kennedy, we do not see the rhetoric as decorative wall sconces
but as load-bearing pillars supporting the theology. Edwards and Kennedy demonstrate
how the dominionist lexicon rewards rhetorical criticism; what it has not yet received is a
genealogy that runs the analysis back to 1452.

This Special Issue is about crossroads; now we arrive at ours. Five studies bear
on our question, and we place them in conversation to illuminate the collision between
dominion theology and what Tisa Wenger calls “settler secularism” (Wenger 2026). The
legal historians of the DoCD have the archive. Except for Newcomb and d’Errico, they
rarely treat its language as a world-making technology (Williams 1990; Robertson 2005; R. J.
Miller 2006; Newcomb 2008; d’Errico 2022). Sociologists of white Christian nationalism
have the present but not the deep genealogy: they do not connect its formation to the
DoCD (Whitehead and Perry 2020; Gorski and Perry 2022). Our friend, now ancestor,
Tupac Huehuecoyotl Enrique Acosta (Izkaloteka Mexica Azteca) taught us that the story of
white Christian nationalism and dominionism must always start at or before the DoCD,
because this is the point of the critical distillation of Christendom into its new global
formulation (Acosta 2023). The rhetorical critics of colonialism have the method but rarely
the theology (Stuckey and Murphy 2001; Black 2015; Endres 2009). The theologians of
race have the co-production of race and religion but not the movement analysis (Carter
2008; Jennings 2010; Heng 2018). Scholars of dominionism have the movement but not
the doctrine: their timelines begin with Rushdoony, and papal theology of dominion is
absent from their footnotes (Ingersoll 2015; Taylor 2024; Boedy 2025; Gagné 2024). Robert P.
Jones points toward the crossroads when he names the DoCD the “hidden root” of white
supremacy (Jones 2024); Newcomb stands alone at the crossroads with his cognitive reading
of discovery’s metaphors in law (Newcomb 2008). Nobody has built at the intersection
(for the field’s current state, see Arnold et al. 2026; Brett and Hill 2026a). We seek to join
Newcomb with one further methodological commitment: following Betty Hill (née Lyons)
(Onondaga Nation Snipe Clan) and Gregory Younging (Opaskwayak Cree Nation), we
treat Indigenous peoples as their own experts and theorists, and Indigenous scholarship as
authoritative rather than illustrative (Younging 2018; Avalos 2024).

3. “Invade, Capture, Vanquish, and Subdue”: The World-Making
Rhetoric of the Papal Bulls

As Newcomb, Modrow, and others have noted, the papal bulls authorizing coloniza-
tion did not emerge creatio ex nihilo; they came out of the longue durée of Christendom, the
crusades, and the Canary Island papal bulls. By the time Nicholas V took up his pen in 1452,
the papacy had spent four centuries constructing what Brett Edward Whalen calls a claim
to “worldly leadership and pastoral dominion over rulers, churches, and communities
everywhere as a prelude to the end of history” (Whalen 2009, p. 3). The decisive doctrinal
hinge came in the thirteenth century, when Innocent IV conceded that “infidels” held
legitimate dominion under natural law—and then reserved to the papal office the right to
judge their societies and authorize armed action (Whalen 2009, pp. 166-67). Freedom for
non-Christians, in other words, was real but conditional, held on terms a Christian judge
could always find breached. The fifteenth-century bulls culminate this jurisprudence, and
their language carries the full weight of an apocalyptic theology in which the expansion
of Christendom fulfilled prophecy. Glenn T. Morris (Shawnee) narrates the same arc from
the Council of Constance’s dominium debates to the Alexandrine grants and their authority
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to “subjugate” and “subdue” the “barbarous nations” found there (Morris 2003, p. 108).
The year 1492 also produced a quieter instrument: Antonio de Nebrija’s Castilian grammar,
presented to Queen Isabella with the observation that language had always been “the per-
fect instrument of empire” (Morris 2003, pp. 103-6). The empire’s strategists, rhetoricians,
theologians, and canonists were contemporaries.

Read as constitutive rhetorics, the three bulls at the doctrine’s core—Dum Diver-
sas (1452), Romanus Pontifex (1455), and Inter Caetera (1493)—perform three speech acts at
once (Indigenous Values Initiative 2018; Nicholas 1455; Modrow and Smith 2022). They
constitute a subject: the “Christian prince,” authorized and obligated. They constitute an
object: lands “not previously possessed by any Christian owner,” a category that converts
the Original Free inhabitants of Alkebulan (the African continent) and of Turtle Island /Abya

"o

Yala into “pagan,” “unbelievers,” and “other enemies of Christ,” and their inhabited home-
lands into available space, by religious test alone (Ben-Jochannan 1971). And they constitute

a relation, stated in Romanus Pontifex with a candor later centuries would launder:

to invade, search out, capture, vanquish and subdue all Saracens and pagans
whatsoever, and other enemies of Christ wheresoever placed ... and to reduce
their persons to perpetual slavery, and to apply and appropriate to himself and
his successors the kingdoms, dukedoms, counties, principalities, dominions,
possessions, and goods. (Romanus Pontifex 1455, in Davenport 1917)

Newcomb’s analysis of this corpus identifies its three tenets—enslavement of persons,
exploitation of labor, extraction of wealth—and demonstrates that domination is both form
and content (Newcomb 2008). Thought, word, and deed come together to colonize the
mind (Fanon 1967, 1963). The passive voice grants theological and rhetorical absolution;
the epithets are a taxonomy for the dehumanization of those they seek to dominate. In
Latin, the Vatican writes that the “barbarous” nations be deprimantur: that they be pressed
down, subdued, and subjugated. Newcomb’s etymological work on domo (“to subdue,
subjugate, tame, till”) places the entire dominion word-family inside a single semantic
field of breaking and possessing (Greenberg 2016, p. 238; Newcomb 2018). Translation
is fraught, and translating these documents with precision is crucial for theological and
jurisprudential scholarship. Modrow and Smith’s careful side-by-side re-translation of Inter
Caetera diverges from Davenport’s standard edition at decisive points, and they provide
the annotated Latin alongside the English so that readers can test the translation—and feel
the rhetorical force of the original—for themselves (Modrow and Smith 2022).

Famously, as noted by Newcomb, d’Errico, Miller, et al., these papal bulls are foun-
dational to property law, but they do not discuss “vacancy.” The bulls are interested in
occupation and possession: they authorize conquest of lands they acknowledge to be
inhabited—Dby “Saracens and pagans,” by “barbarous nations.” The famous emptiness—
terra nullius, vacuum domicilium—is a later, common-law re-terminologization of conquest
logic, and the substitution is itself evidence of the template’s power: the grammar could
exchange one key term for another while preserving its structure. The term also outlives
its doctrine as an imaginary: in Australia, where the High Court rejected terra nullius in
1992, Julianne Schultz still finds “a terra nullius of the mind” that lets settlers treat the
continent as a blank slate (Schultz, quoted in Poulos 2026). Jodi A. Byrd (Chickasaw) names
the product: “discourses of savagery, Indianness, discovery, and mapping ... served to
survey a world into European possession by transforming indigenous peoples into the
homo nullius inhabitants of lands emptied and awaiting arrival” (Byrd 2011, p. xxi). Peoples
first, then lands: the emptying of the land required the prior emptying of the human. A
theological inversion of kenosis—emptying the self to pursue fidelity—becomes emptying
of the land to pursue wealth.
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Prince Henrique’s Guinea expeditions were pitched to Rome as crusades and li-
censed in exactly the bulls’ terms, their crews absolved in advance (Crowley 2015, pp. 5-
6). Down the African coast, the captains planted padroes—stone pillars surmounted by
crosses—"“an immodest act of possession,” as Crowley writes, carried headland by headland
(Crowley 2015, pp. 3-4).

And in the Spanish ritual theater of colonization, the bulls generated their most
instructive offspring: the Requerimiento, the crown-mandated text read aloud—often in
Latin, often from shipboard, often to empty beaches—informing inhabitants that God had
given their lands to Castile through the pope. Gonzalo Lamana’s analysis highlights a key
detail for this rhetorical genealogy: the Requerimiento’s real addressees “were not Indians
but conquerors. Its performance reaffirmed before them the Crown’s authority over acts,
lands, and peoples that were, in practice, well beyond its control” (Lamana 2008, p. 178).
This is constitutive rhetoric caught in the act. The document did not persuade the invaded;
it constituted the invaders—assured them that what they were doing was not raiding but
law. Muysca memory keeps the other side of that scene: Luz Orozco sets Inter Caetera’s
demand “that barbarous nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself” beside an
ancestral prophecy that “these pale men will take over the lands of our ancestors and we,
their children, will be dispossessed of them by whip and sickness,” and reports that “the
legacy left by the Doctrine of Discovery continues to risk our way of life” (Orozco 2024,
pp- 5-6). The bulls’ first interpreters understood them eschatologically as well as legally:
Columbus assembled his own Book of Prophecies, framing the voyages as “the discovery
and conversion of the islands of the Indies” within salvation history (quoted in Whalen
2009, p. 229). And the claim-language borrowed a legitimacy older than Christendom itself.
As Robert Pogue Harrison observes through Vico, “authority” descends from auctores—
the buried ancestors “from whom we derive the title to property”—so that “the surest
way to take possession of a place and secure it as one’s own is to bury one’s dead in it”
(Harrison 2003, pp. 24, 85). The bulls pervert this logic: they assert an ancestral-title claim
on behalf of newcomers whose dead lay an ocean away, while denying that claim to the
peoples whose ancestors were actually in the ground. The insidious creativity of the bulls
is their assertion of title through an appeal to heaven and the Deus Otiosus, the distant, idle
deity (Arnold 2023).

Patricia Seed’s comparative study generalizes the point across the maritime empires:
colonial rule “was initiated through largely ceremonial practices—planting crosses, stan-
dards, banners, and coats of arms—marching in processions, picking up dirt, measuring the
stars, drawing maps, speaking certain words, or remaining silent,” and Europeans “created
these rights for themselves” through exactly such symbolic action (Seed 1995, p. 2). Each
power possessed in its own idiom, and each found its rivals’ ceremonies unintelligible,
which confirms where the rhetoric was aimed: the rituals “primarily targeted their fellow
Europeans,” whom colonists “had to convince of the legitimacy of their actions, not indige-
nous peoples” (Seed 1995, pp. 11, 179). The ceremonies did not record possession; they
manufactured it. The English idiom already rehearsed the later legal vocabulary: Winthrop
reasoned that land “which lies common and hath never been replenished or subdued is
free to any that will possess and improve it”—vacancy logic performed as ceremony a
generation before Marshall’s court hardened it into doctrine (Seed 1995, pp. 23-31, 39).
Five centuries later, the paper trail remains open. As Tina Ngata (Ngati Porou) writes of
the bulls: “these laws have never been rescinded since they were issued in the 15th century.
They were only ever built upon and expanded” (Ngata 2019). What they were built into is
the subject of Section 4.

A reader may fairly ask whether the bulls’ rhetoric reveals any denominational dis-
tinction, since many white Christian nationalists in the United States would balk at any
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kinship, even rhetorical, with Rome. Our answer is that the grammar is older than the
Reformation and the vice dominion has never respected denominational borders. The bulls
were issued to a Christendom that had not yet split, and the Protestant sovereigns who
repudiated papal authority kept the papal grant, translating it into charter, covenant, and
common law (Seed 1995; Williams 1990). Our research collaborative continues to trace the
footsteps of the Protestants who take up the Roman Catholic dogma they have eschewed
whenever it suits their dominionist purposes. What we see emerging parallels the historian
Jorge Caniizares-Esguerra’s comparative finding that English Puritans and Iberian Catholics
“deployed similar religious discourses to explain and justify conquest and colonization: a
biblically sanctioned interpretation of expansion, part of a long-standing Christian tradition
of holy violence aimed at demonic enemies within and without” (Canizares-Esguerra
2006, p. 7). Both read America typologically as a second Canaan; both cast colonization
as reconquista against a demonic sovereign holding prior title; “the Puritans were also
willing to launch a reconquista against the devil in America to recover the continent for God”
(Canizares-Esguerra 2006, p. 12). Iberian conquest theology reached Massachusetts not as a
transmitted doctrine but as an already-shared rhetoric, which is precisely what Newcomb’s
oft-overlooked cognitive theory would predict. The pattern held as the sorting turned from
religion to race: Gerbner’s Protestant planters wrote “Christian” into their slave codes
and then replaced it with “white” (Gerbner 2018; Section 7). And it holds across today’s
mutually hostile streams, charismatic dominionist, Calvinist nationalist, and Catholic inte-
gralist alike (Section 6): a Catholic college can found itself on the conquistadores while a
Reformed nationalist claims the Reformation, and both speak the grammar of the grant
(Tillman 2026; Oosterhoff 2026). The traffic runs in the present tense: Gorski finds that the
civilizational reframing “moves Roman Catholicism from the margins to the middle” of a
coalition whose foot soldiers remain Protestant (Gorski 2026). The family we describe is
therefore rhetorical, not ecclesial; its members need not recognize one another, and most do
not. Herein lies the paradox of the Protestantization of the DoCD: Protestants see Catholics
as legalistic, yet it is Protestants who weaponize the courts to enforce their theological
preferences. In the land of a thousand charismatic micro-popes, it is the courts that provide
the theological and jurisprudential justifications.

4. From Bulls to Law: Discovery’s Sedimentation in Johnson v. M'Intosh
and Federal Anti-Indian Law

In 1823, the Supreme Court of the United States decided a dispute between two non-
Indigenous claimants to land in Illinois, and Chief Justice John Marshall reached back
through the colonial charters to the discovery idea: discovery itself vested ultimate title in
the discovering sovereign, leaving the Native nations who lived on the land a mere “right
of occupancy.” Johnson v. M’Intosh (1823) is conventionally treated as the cornerstone of the
Doctrine of Christian Discovery’s enshrinement into U.S. law. Rhetorically, it is better read
as a translation—the moment a theological vocabulary was transubstantiated into what
Wenger calls settler secularism, the idiom of U.S. property law. Marshall’s own writing
preserves the theological register under a thin veneer of regret:

The character and religion of its inhabitants afforded an apology for considering
them as a people over whom the superior genius of Europe might claim an
ascendancy. The potentates of the old world found no difficulty in convincing
themselves that they made ample compensation to the inhabitants of the new,
by bestowing on them civilization and Christianity, in exchange for unlimited
independence. (Johnson 1823)

Christianity, civilization, and dominion—three of the bulls’ tenets—survive intact; only
the issuing authority has changed, from the chair of Peter to the bench of the Court. Vine De-
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loria Jr. (Standing Rock) famously illustrated how the whole apparatus of “aboriginal title”
flowed from this substitution (Deloria [1974] 1985). Robert J. Miller’s element-by-element
analysis of the DoCD in U.S. law further illustrates the formal continuity among discov-
ery’s constitutive elements (R. ]. Miller 2006; Miller and Ruru 2009). Johnson follows in the
footsteps of the Requerimiento, which had already shown discovery to be a reusable script,
passed from Iberian to English hands long before an American court re-terminologized it
(Lamana 2008; Williams 1990). Katherine Carté highlights that independence reorganized
rather than ruptured this inheritance: American leaders “continued to embrace and artic-
ulate the kind of religious nationalism they had inherited from imperial protestantism”
(Carté 2021, p. 21).

The rhetoric’s justificatory work is clearest in law. Jill Norgren’s history of the Chero-
kee cases traces the pre-1823 chain (Innocent IV, Vitoria, Vattel) directly into Marshall’s
reasoning, then follows the after-life: Worcester’s “domestic dependent nations” surviving
Removal and allotment, hardening into United States v. Kagama (1886) and Lone Wolf v. Hitch-
cock (1903)—"the Indians’ Dred Scott”—where the Court derived unlimited congressional
“plenary power” over Native nations from, as one scholarly assessment puts it, “rhetoric
of colonial expansion rather than the rhetoric of constitutional discourse” (Norgren 1996,
p- 147). Sidney Harring’s account of Crow Dog’s case supplies the mechanism: when
the Court in 1883 recognized Lakota sovereignty, Congress overrode it with the Major
Crimes Act, and the Kagama Court then invented plenary power—a doctrine “rooted in,”
not opposed to, Marshall’s dependent-nations formulation. Harring adds the parallel
that belongs in this Special Issue: “The same Supreme Court that ‘buried” the civil rights
acts in the 1880s and 1890s also created the plenary power doctrine ... clearly consistent
policies” (Harring 1994, p. 20). The dispossession of Native nations and the abandonment
of Black civil rights were one Court’s coherent program. David Waggoner has since given
the pattern a name and a longer arc, tracing a single “jurisprudence of white supremacy”
from the papal bulls through Johnson v. M'Intosh to San Antonio Independent School District v.
Rodriguez (1973): the logic that denied non-Christian peoples title to land reappearing, a
century and a half later, to deny their descendants equal schooling (Waggoner 2015). Nor
was the critique of plenary power a later scholarly retrieval: writing in the Native-run
magazine Indian Voice in 1972, Jack Forbes was already answering that wardship “arose as
a part of a process of extra-legal military conquest” (Forbes 1972, p. 8).

As Newcomb and d’Errico have shown across their work, the Court did not invent
plenary power out of nothing (creatio ex nihilo); it drew the doctrine up from the depths
(creatio ex profundis) of the older theology of Christian dominion. Tracing plenary power
back through its chain of reasoning, we arrive at the Deus Otiosus, the distant and idle
god of the papal grant (Section 3), in whose name the courts treat their own assertions as
self-evident justification (Newcomb 2017, 2008, 1993; d’Errico 2026, 2022; Goudy 2026).
John Milbank traces the same descent from inside Christian theology: for the made world
to count as secular, “Adam’s dominium” had to be “redefined as power, property, active
right, and absolute sovereignty,” so that “theology enters into the very construction of
the new realities “property” and ‘sovereignty’” (Milbank 2006, pp. 13, 16). The doctrine
our courts call plenary power carries its parentage in its name: it is the English of “the
canonical plenitudo potestas of the Pope, later invoked by Bodin in his invention of secular
sovereignty” (Milbank 2006, p. 18).

City of Sherrill v. Oneida Indian Nation (2005) invoked “the doctrine of discovery” by
name in a footnote to bar the Oneida Nation’s sovereignty over land it had repurchased on
the open market; the “equitable” language of disruption re-performed the old diminishment
(City of Sherrill 2005; d’Errico 2022). The asymmetry is the point: settler belonging converts
silently into title (the “white possessive,” in Aileen Moreton-Robinson’s (Goenpul) phrase
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for whiteness as a position of self-possession that licenses possession of land and knowledge
alike; Moreton-Robinson 2015), while Indigenous belonging—actual ancestors, actually
in the ground, a relation that never lapsed—converts into nothing, not even when the
nation buys the land back. The doctrine’s jurists now rarely speak its name—subsequent
land-claim dismissals apply Sherrill’s laches framework with the theology fully submerged
(Sumner, forthcoming)—which is not the doctrine’s absence but its perfection: a 2014
federal land decision could still recite that “discovery by a Christian nation” gave title
(Greenberg 2016, p. 239). The DoCD and plenary power lurk beneath the legal substrate,
ready to strike lest anyone should dig too deep.

The most recent Supreme Court engagement confirms the pattern from both directions
at once. In Haaland v. Brackeen (Lloyd 2023), the Court upheld the Indian Child Welfare
Act—Dbut, as Dana Lloyd argues, on grounds narrow enough to leave intact the Johnson-
derived routing of Indigenous questions through race rather than sovereignty, “a logic
of discovery, promoted in fifteenth-century papal bulls and read into U.S. law in the
nineteenth century” (Lloyd 2023, p. 95). And in the same case, sitting Justices conceded the
doctrine’s constitutional vacancy from the bench: Justice Gorsuch found that “our founding
document does not include a plenary federal authority over Tribes,” while Justice Thomas
had “searched in vain for any constitutional basis for such a plenary power, which appears
to have been born of loose language and judicial ipse dixit” (Lloyd 2023, pp. 318, 335). The
foundation has outlived its own justification in the eyes of the Court that inherited it—and
the edifice stands anyway, which is the sharpest available demonstration that what holds it
up is not law’s reasons but law’s grammar: the fixed positions of grantor, grantee, territory,
and subject people defined in Section 2, which each new court refills without re-examining.

Two further attestations show how far beyond property law the sedimentation runs.
The first is hermeneutical. New Testament scholarship has established that Matthew 28—
“go therefore and make disciples of all nations”—was not read as a general missionary
mandate for most of Christian history. As Ulrich Luz writes, “Only since the sixteenth
century has Matt 28:19a separately become a decisive text for the mission of the church”; in
Drew Strait’s summary, the text “did not become the ‘Great Commission” until the doctrine
of discovery emerged to transform the text into an imperial vision of Christianizing distant
lands through colonization and genocide” (Strait 2025, p. 370). The doctrine reshaped not
just who owned the land but how the church read its own scripture. The second attestation
comes, remarkably, from the doctrine’s heirs. The theonomist tradition itself insists that
legal orders are never neutral: “in any culture the source of law is the god of that society,”
Rushdoony wrote, in a passage contemporary presuppositionalist scholarship still cites
approvingly (Rushdoony, quoted in Schlebusch 2022, p. 88). On this one point we agree
with the Reconstructionists against the liberal settlement: American property law’s claimed
secularity is a vocabulary choice, not a metaphysical fact. The god of the system that begins
at Johnson v. M’Intosh can be identified by locating the source of its law—and the source is a

I s

papal grant. The words that encode the relation—"guardian,” “ward,” “trust,” “domestic
dependent nations”—carry, as one of us has written, “a paternalistic moral hierarchy” from
theology into administration (Brett 2026, p. xii). Language did not follow the dispossession.

Language performed the dispossession, and still performs it.

5. The Hegemonic Nature of Christian Dominion

How does a fifteenth-century vocabulary become twenty-first-century common sense?
We answer through Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, refined in three ways and
deepened through womanist ethics. Hegemony names power in its most durable form: not
the visible force of the police officer, but the governing assumption. It is an arrangement so
thoroughly embedded in schools, churches, deeds, and holidays that it ceases to appear
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as an arrangement at all (Gramsci 1971), whose book and Christian Hegemony working
group have done more than any other source to make the concept usable for organizers and
educators, applies this framework to the condition at issue here: the everyday, systematic
dominance of Christian values and institutions that presents itself as secular, neutral, and
simply American (Kivel 2013). One need not cite a papal bull to believe that the continent
was supernaturally settled, that private property arrived with civilization, or that the nation
bears a divine assignment.

Drawing upon womanist ethics, Emilie M. Townes arrives at a parallel account, and
her formulation is worth placing beside Gramsci’s because it was built to explain precisely
the racial-religious production this article traces.” Townes names the “fantastic hegemonic
imagination”—an explicit fusion of Foucault’s fantastic with Gramsci’s hegemony, “ideo-
logical domination that is moral, political, and cultural and is transmitted by language.”
It “traffics in peoples’ lives that are caricatured or pillaged so that the imagination that
creates the fantastic can control the world in its own image,” and—her crucial refinement
of Gramsci—"itis in all of us ... the privileged and the oppressed” (Townes 2006, pp. 18—
21). Her own genealogy of the fantastic hegemonic imagination runs through: Puritan
New Israel theology, Manifest Destiny, the turn-of-the-century “Protestant empire.” “What
endures,” she writes, “is the self-image of being God’s chosen people who are called to
establish the new Israel” (Townes 2006, p. 92). The womanist and Gramscian analyses
converge on the same object from different traditions, illustrating how deep and abiding
the domination framework is.

Responding to feedback from our colleagues, we acknowledge that a careful analysis
of hegemony must also specify what would negate it, and here three precision tools keep the
claim from circularity. First, James C. Scott’s distinction between thick and thin hegemony:
the evidence that dominated peoples actively believe the ideology that dominates them,
Scott shows, is “generally untenable”—but thin hegemony, the naturalization of an order
as inevitable, is another matter (Scott 1990, pp. 71-73). Our claim is accordingly two-track:
the discovery ideology operates as thin hegemony toward the dominated, who have never
stopped contesting it, and as something closer to sincerely held belief within the settler-
Christian formation itself. Second, Lisa Wedeen’s Syrian ethnography demonstrates that
rhetoric nobody believes can still dominate, producing “compliance rather than legitimacy”
through enforced public performance (Wedeen 1999, p. 6). Participation in the rituals of
Christian nationhood requires no inward conviction to do its reproductive work. Third,
Moishe Postone’s account of impersonal domination explains why no dominator needs
to cite the founding documents: once a structure is sedimented into law and property, it
confronts its inheritors as “a form of power with no real personal or concrete institutional
locus” (Postone 1993). Precedent is the perfect example. Johnson v. M’Intosh binds in
2026 without any judge re-litigating its theology, because stare decisis is a machine for
carrying conclusions forward while shedding their premises. Marshall wrote the machine
into the opinion itself: “Conquest gives a title which the Courts of the conqueror cannot
deny, whatever the private and speculative opinions of individuals may be, respecting
the original justice of the claim” (Johnson 1823, quoted in Piccolo 2024, p. 1144). Wenger’s
“settler secularism” names the same mechanism from the historian’s side: the doctrine’s
“claims for Christian superiority over the ‘heathen’” never require restatement—they have
“been silently affirmed in court cases ever since” (Wenger 2026, pp. 5, 278-79).

Hegemony operates not despite the secular form of American law but through it:
Christian hegemony is carried on and preserved in the name of precedent and property
law. Attorney Andrew Seidel explicitly names the trajectory without euphemism: the
current Court’s conservative bloc reads “the First Amendment guarantee of religious
freedom through the lens of Christian supremacy”’—his chapter title for the jurisprudence
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is “Christian Legal Supremacy” (Seidel 2022). The doctrinal migration from Establishment
Clause caution to Free Exercise maximalism has made schools, in William Barr’s phrase,
“ground zero” for the reassertion of Christian normativity (Nguyen et al. 2021, p. 8).
Curtis names the present form of the mechanism “illiberal secularism”: the movement
accepts the secular premise that religion is private and then enlarges the private (family,
church, corporation) until it governs in the state’s stead (Curtis 2026). Settler secularism, in
Wenger’s sense, and illiberal secularism, in Curtis’s, are the same door seen from the two
sides of the threshold.

Schools have long been a battleground for Christian hegemony. Andrew Gardner has
shown that Andover Theological Seminary—the prototype of American graduate theologi-
cal education—was founded in 1808 “as part of an evangelical infrastructure designed to
undergird the co-constructed projects of religious nationalism and imperialism,” an institu-
tion one early alumnus praised as “peculiarly fitted to patriotic Christians” (Gardner 2026).
The seminary was nationalist infrastructure from its foundation, giving Jennings’s diagnosis
of theological formation (Section 10) an institutional point of origin. In the 1920s, funda-
mentalist campaigns converted “implicit cultural assumptions about public schooling” into
statute—antievolution laws defended on the floor as necessary to preserve America’s status
as a “Christian nation,” mandatory Bible-reading championed by the Klan as a means
of ensuring that “only native born Americans rule the government” (Laats 2010). Leslie
Ribovich carries the story into the postwar North, where New York City’s schools “braided
notions of whiteness, morality, and meanings of religion together in colonial projects of
creating moral Americans,” so that “secularization and desegregation are part of the same
story” (Ribovich 2024, pp. 4, 10). The transmission continues by the same means today.
Andrew Nalani and Hirokazu Yoshikawa map the “activity settings”—school boards and
legislatures, libraries and curricula, churches and youth groups, homeschool networks and
charter schools, with the family as “the central target activity setting”—through which
white Christian nationalism transmits itself to the next generation, naming the vectors (the
Council for National Policy, ALEC, Moms for Liberty, Generation Joshua) with empirical
specificity (Nalani and Yoshikawa 2023, pp. 556-58).

The struggle extends into mass culture as well. Kristin Kobes Du Mez has shown that
“the products Christians consume shape the faith they inhabit”—books, radio, music, and
retail forming a conquest imaginary more effectively than any catechism (Du Mez 2020).
Nor is the transmission confined to civil society: Lerone Martin’s history of the FBI shows
a federal security agency itself conveying the formation—Hoover “built up the FBI as a
white Christian force that partnered with white evangelicals to aid and abet the rise of
white Christian nationalism,” making it “the bedrock of the modern national security state”
(Martin 2023, pp. 4, 8). The gatekeeping ran inward as well: the flagship institutions of
postwar evangelicalism were built, in Isaac Sharp’s summary, by a leadership “without
exception ... lily white,” which policed the boundaries of who counted as evangelical for
the next half century (Sharp 2023). Who counts as Christian and who counts as American
have never been separate questions in this formation; these institutions answer both at
once. Each conduit is checkable; the hegemony claim stands or falls with them.

What these vehicles transmit is a theology with a name. Dominion theology’s
genealogy—Rushdoony’s Christian Reconstructionism, its “biblical law” project, its trans-
mission into the broader evangelical world—we have documented elsewhere and do not
re-narrate here (Brett and Hill 2024a; Diamond 1995; McVicar 2015; Ingersoll 2015). What
matters for the present argument is its underlying logic, and the movement states it plainly.
Rushdoony’s “law-word,” as Section 2 showed, totalizes God’s law into all social order.
Gary North—Rushdoony’s son-in-law and the movement’s economist (Ingersoll 2015, p. 31;
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Diedericks 2021)—grounds the whole program in a divine land grant with an exegetical
candor the bulls would recognize:

Men can therefore subdue the earth in confidence through God’s law (Gen. 9:1-7),
for “the earth hath he given to the children of men” (Ps. 115:16). (North 2012,
p. 524)

“Man’s tool of dominion over nature is law,” North writes elsewhere in the same
commentary (North 2012, p. 523)—a sentence that could serve as the epigraph to Johnson v.
M’Intosh. When the Reconstructionist George Grant stated the movement’s aim, he reached
for the full conquest register:

Christians have an obligation, a mandate, a commission, a holy responsibility to
reclaim the land for Jesus Christ—to have dominion in the civil structures, just as
in every other aspect of life and godliness. But it is dominion we are after. Not
just a voice. It is dominion we are after. Not just influence. It is dominion we are
after. Not just equal time. It is dominion we are after. World conquest. (Grant,
quoted in Ingersoll 2015, p. 69)

Reclaim the land. The verb presupposes the grant; the grant is the bulls’ template, re-
derived from Genesis by men who did not need Alexander VI because the conclusion was
already common sense. Tink Tinker (Osage) names the deep structure from the Indigenous
side: plenary power is the old eurochristian “orders of creation” secularized into federal
Indian law, “so that all Native claims are now legally inferior to the superior claims and
economic powers of the invader” (Tinker 2024, pp. 332-33)—the up-down schema of
dominion theology and of Indian law are one schema. Jack D. Forbes (Powhatan-Renapé,
Delaware-Lendpe) gave this whole formation an Indigenous diagnostic name: wétiko, the
cannibal disease—"consuming another’s life for one’s own private purpose or profit”—
whose sacralizing slogans he lists as “divine will,” “manifest destiny,” “doing God’s work”
(Forbes [1979] 2008). Dominion theology, in Forbes’s terms, is wétiko with a systematic
theology. The next section watches it speak in the present tense.

6. Restoration and Replacement: White Christian Nationalism'’s
Discovery Rhetoric

The sociology of white Christian nationalism has established the formation’s shape: a
cultural framework fusing Christian identity with American civic belonging (Whitehead
and Perry 2020), narrated as a “deep story” about who rightfully owns the nation (Gorski
and Perry 2022). Ruth Braunstein’s anatomy of the movement’s historical storytelling
supplies the narrative skeleton this article needs: whether in its explicitly racial (“white
Christian nation”) or formally colorblind (“Judeo-Christian”) register, the story has one
structure—original perfection, decline, restoration—and speakers slide strategically be-
tween registers, which is what gives “heritage” talk its deniability (Braunstein 2021). Our
claim is that this restoration narrative is the discovery template speaking: a divinely granted
founding (the grant), a fall (the loss of possession), and a rightful re-claimant (the restorer).
The decline the story requires is measured, not imagined: white Protestants fell from a majority
of Americans in 1993 to less than a third by 2014 (Jones 2016). Recent empirical work catches
the sacralizing mechanism directly: Christian statists “feel elected by God to have power, not
because of their piety or subservience” (Li and Froese 2025, p. 12; cf. Perry 2025).

The transmission from Reconstructionist seedbed to mass movement is now well
documented. Julie Ingersoll’s history shows the Reconstructionists “instantiated that
theological system in institutions, especially the institutions of ‘Christian education,”” then
carried dominion theology to the fastest-growing sector of world Christianity: “by the 1990s
the New Apostolic Reformation (NAR) arose among pentecostals and charismatics who
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developed their own variation on dominionism, known as the Seven Mountains Mandate”—
now “the public face of Christian Nationalism” (Ingersoll 2024, pp. 39, 44). The NAR'’s
founding theologian, C. Peter Wagner, described the resulting doctrine without euphemism:

Our theological bedrock is what has been known as Dominion Theology. This
means that our divine mandate is to do whatever is necessary, by the power of
the Holy Spirit, to retake the dominion of God’s creation which Adam forfeited
to Satan in the Garden of Eden. ... We want to see whole cities and regions and
states and nations transformed to support the values of the kingdom of God. This
will happen only as kingdom-focused saints become the head and not the tail.
(Wagner, quoted in Gagné 2024, p. 23)

Here, “retake the dominion” distills NAR rhetoric to its doctrinal core: recovering a
forfeited divine land grant. Lance Wallnau, the Seven Mountains Mandate’s popularizer,
renders the same program as territorial invasion: the church is “called to go into the entire
matrix and invade every system,” for the “power of darkness” cannot be broken unless
“the Church [is] represented in each sphere” (Wallnau, quoted in Gagné 2024, p. 25). The
movement’s vocabulary did not drift into this register; it escalated and amplified the
dominionist framework. Boedy traces the drift from “areas of influence” to “spheres” to
“gates” to “mountains,” and summarizes Wallnau'’s reframing in a sentence that is itself a
terministic-screen analysis: “Influence became conquering. Success became transformation.
Stewardship ... became actively taking back money once used for evil” (Boedy 2025). The
founding hermeneutic was already an occupation order: Dominionist Loren Cunningham
glossed Luke 19:13 as “Jesus told us to occupy until He came,” and the movement’s teachers
reach spontaneously for imperial precedent, urging the church to do what Rome did to
conquered territory—impose its culture through a governing ekklesia (Boedy 2025).

Where the bulls had cartography—Ilines of demarcation drawn on oceans, padroes
planted on headlands—the NAR has “spiritual mapping.” Its inventor, George Otis Jr.,
defines it in terms that deserve close reading;:

[Spiritual mapping] involves superimposing our understanding of forces and
events in the spiritual domain onto places and circumstances in the material
world. The result is often a set of borders, capitals and battlefronts that differ
notably from those we have come to associate with the political status quo. (Otis,
quoted in Gagné 2024, p. 57)

This is Inter Caetera’s operation described from inside: a sacred cartography superim-
posed on the political one, generating borders and battlefronts invisible to secular law but
binding on the faithful. “Territorial spirits” hold ground; “strategic-level spiritual warfare”
clears it; apostles “take hold of the ‘spheres’ of their enemies by referring to Old Testament
accounts of war and conquest to justify their actions” (Gagné 2024, p. 86). On 6 January
2021, the register became a battle order. Tyler Ethridge, a Seven Mountains—trained pastor
later arrested for his part in the insurrection, preached from the Capitol steps that “Chris-
tians . .. need to infiltrate every area of society,” even “if it takes a little bit of aggression
to barge through the walls that Satan separates us from the culture” (Ethridge, quoted in
Boedy 2025).

Set Ethridge’s “infiltrate every area” and “barge through the walls” beside Dum
Diversas’s invadendi and the rhetorical genealogy requires no forcing. Charlie Kirk’s idiom
completes the lexical loop—"You should be leaning in. You should be taking terrain” (Boedy
2025)—and Katherine Stewart’s reporting shows the possession idiom in the movement’s
organizational documents and pulpits alike: “God has called us to take possession and
dominion of this land and of our government,” preaches one movement pastor; a Project
Blitz steering-committee member writes the same mandate above a leaked fifty-state
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legislative playbook (Stewart 2020, pp. 147, 155). The movement has since put the word on
a cover: Torba and Isker’s Christian Nationalism: A Biblical Guide for Taking Dominion and
Discipling Nations (Torba and Isker 2022) treats dominion as the genre’s proper name, and
Riccardi-Swartz reads the “Christ is king” banners of January 6 as the return of an imperial
political theology older than the republic (Torba and Isker 2022; Riccardi-Swartz 2026).
Samuel Perry’s findings locate Christian nationalism’s racial work in “prototypicality,” the
consecration of the white Christian as the normative American, rather than in overt out-
group hatred (Perry 2025). A donation logic behaves in exactly this way. It does not need
to curse the dispossessed; it needs only to sanctify the possessor. This is what hegemonic
inheritance sounds like when it surfaces: five hundred years of grammar, fluently spoken
by people who could not date a single bull.

Boedy’s structural summary can serve as this section’s: “If dominion is the theo-
logical principle that unites the movement, then the political principle is ‘participatory
antidemocracy’” (Boedy 2025; cf. Aho 2021).

The bulls’ third keyword completes the loop. “Civilization”—the warrant for subduing
peoples not yet brought to civility—persists intact in the presidential idiom of restoration:
“our ancestors trounced an empire, tamed a continent, and triumphed over the worst
evils in history,” Trump told the Naval Academy’s graduates—a speech that Donovan
Schaefer reads as reasserting “the racialized citadel they called ‘civilization’” (Schaefer
2020, pp. 9-14). And the movement’s dominion horizon is no longer subtext. In July 2024,
Trump promised a summit of Christian voters that a second term would fix things “so good
you're not going to have to vote anymore, my beautiful Christians” (quoted in Whitehead
and Perry 2025)—dominion offered, quite literally, as the end of the electoral cycle.

The tightest single demonstration of the template’s persistence is a juxtaposition of
donation clauses. Inter Caetera, 1493: we “give, grant, and assign” the lands and their
peoples to the Christian sovereign, that the barbarous nations may be subdued. Gary
North, 2012, in the dominionist movement’s economic commentary on Genesis: “the
earth hath he given to the children of men,” therefore men may “subdue the earth in
confidence” (North 2012, p. 524). Grantor, grant, grantee, and the imperative subdue—
the syntax is identical; only the notarization has moved, from the papal chancery to the
biblical concordance. Newcomb finds the verse already at work in the charters: the Cabot
patent sends its colonizers to “subjugate” the “heathen and infidel” places they find and
to enlarge English “jurisdiction” and “dominium titula,” which puts Genesis 1:28 inside
colonial law centuries before a Reconstructionist commentary reached for it (Newcomb
2016, pp. 6, 8). This is what we mean by a rhetorical template: not a doctrine consciously
transmitted but a grammatical structure—divine donation of territory to a chosen “us,”
with subjugation as duty—that regenerates its conclusions wherever it is installed. Jones
is therefore right to call the DoCD the hidden root of white Christian nationalism, and
the metaphor needs one amendment: a root feeds silently, but this root also speaks—its
vocabulary of grant, possession, occupation, and civilization remains the movement’s
productive lexicon, generating new utterances daily (Jones 2024). Restoration rhetoric also
arrives pre-gendered: Du Mez’s history shows dominion taught as masculinity itself—the
lost thing to be retaken is simultaneously land, nation, and manhood (Du Mez 2020).

American Christian nationalism, like American denominationalism, is pluralistic and
fractious: its major streams—charismatic dominionism, Calvinist nationalism, Catholic
integralism—are often mutually exclusive, cooperating only toward liminal goals (Saiya
2025). Each nevertheless speaks the grammar of the DoCD, and the traffic between streams
is a high volume of intellectual cargo, as Patricia Tillman’s study of Christendom Col-
lege’s conquistador self-fashioning inside the Project 2025 network shows (Tillman 2026).
Gorski’s own post-mortem on the concept confirms the direction of travel: the movement’s
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intellectuals now speak of civilization rather than nation, and what they propose to reclaim
“is not America but Christendom,” a horizon that reaches “past the Revolution and the
Reformation to the Middle Ages and the Roman Empire” (Gorski 2026). The sociology has
caught up with the bulls.®

The dominionist idiom also travels globally, through the NAR’s international networks
and a European “civilizationism” that deploys a Christian nationalist sociocultural identity
of “belonging rather than believing” (Heuser 2021; Brubaker 2017). Boedy’s index contains
no papal bulls; Aho’s and Ingersoll’s timelines begin with Rushdoony; the NAR’s own
literature knows Kuyper, not Nicholas V. However new the Seven Mountains Mandate
imagines itself to be, it participates in this long dominionist genealogy, and scholars and
activists alike should situate it there—as Strait’s identification of “the doctrine of discovery”
within white Christian nationalism’s “deep story” (Strait 2025, p. 350) and Newcomb’s
1993 clarion call for exactly this tracing both urge (Newcomb 1993). As Sections 4 and 5
establish, the movement need not cite Inter Caetera to inherit its logic. The paradigm has
changed: the grant now issues from a biblical concordance rather than a papal chancery,
the map is spiritual rather than nautical, and the carrier is a charismatic network rather
than a Christian prince. The ideology of domination and its code remain the same.

7. Race, Chosenness, and the Enslaveable Other

Race is internal to the rhetoric of discovery, not an accident of its application. The bulls
sorted humanity by a religious test—Christian and infidel, pastor and pagan—and that
sorting was already race-making in Heng’s sense: a hierarchy of humankind produced by
theology, law, and image before the age of Atlantic slavery gave it its modern form (Heng
2018). The “pagan” of the bulls is the prototype of the racialized subject. Jennings shows
the mechanism: when Christian supersessionism detached election from Israel, chosenness
reattached to European bodies—and land, detached from peoples, became possessable
(Jennings 2010; Carter 2008). Newcomb’s three tenets name what the sorting licensed:
enslavement, exploitation, extraction (Newcomb 2008). One theology of domination pro-
duced at least two major catastrophes: Africans were declared to be “without religion” to
legitimize their enslavement, and Native Americans “without religion” to justify taking
their land—a double operation that Ingersoll finds still being litigated in the briefs of the
Christian-nationalist legal movement (Ingersoll 2015, p. 198). Maldonado-Torres traces the
operation to its premise: a people theorized as having no religion had no metaphysical
authority from which to claim sovereignty (Maldonado-Torres 2014).

Holding these two catastrophes in one analysis without collapsing them requires
vocabulary the field has only recently supplied. Byrd’s term arrivants—borrowed from the
poet Kamau Brathwaite—designates “those people forced into the Americas through the
violence of European and Anglo-American colonialism and imperialism,” a position distinct
from both settler and native (Byrd 2011, p. xix). The discovery ideology produced the homo
nullius emptying of Indigenous homelands and, in the same motion, the forced transit of
Africans as arrivants; but these are different positions within one order, and Byrd’s warning
against the “transitive fallacy of like can become like” is this section’s methodological
guardrail: rendering colonization and racialization interchangeable “risks leaving those
very colonial structures intact on the one hand and allowing all experiences of oppression
within settler colonialism to step forward as colonized on the other” (Byrd 2011, p. 54).
The relation is co-constitution, not equivalence—"relationality rather than comparison,” as
Byrd and her collaborators put it in naming the “economies of dispossession” that joined
land theft and enslavement to property’s very form (Byrd et al. 2018, pp. 4-5). Nor is the
relation innocent on any side: Byrd’s own engagement with the Cherokee and Chickasaw
Freedmen—Native nations both dispossessed under discovery logic and implicated in
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chattel slavery—models the honesty the analysis demands (Byrd 2011, 2021). The Freedmen
record gives that honesty a documented legal spine: the 1866 treaty guaranteed Cherokee
Freedmen “all the rights of native Cherokees,” yet a 2007 constitutional amendment re-
imposed a blood-quantum test keyed to the Dawes Rolls, stripping some 2800 descendants
of citizenship (Chin 2014, pp. 1229, 1237)—the racializing logic of dominion operating
inside Indigenous sovereignty as well as against it.

Our own route to Byrd runs through Sarah Nahar, who introduced us to Byrd’s work
and to the arrivant concept. In a four-part series for the Doctrine of Discovery Project, Nahar
returns to the Combahee River Collective’s (1977) statement—the classic articulation of
interlocking oppressions—and names what it could not yet say: without an explicit analysis
of settler colonialism, Black feminist freedom dreams remain vulnerable to co-optation by
the settler state they were forged against (S. Nahar 2023a, 2023b). Her repair is Byrdian
at every step. She takes up Byrd’s warning that liberal multicultural settler colonialism
deflects competing struggles into bids for inclusion rather than transformation. She invokes
Byrd'’s call for settler, native, and arrivant each to “acknowledge their own positions within
empire.” And she proposes the Doctrine of Discovery itself as the shared analytic ground on
which Black and Indigenous feminists can make common cause without de-centering either
struggle: a braiding, in her figure, of struggles that dominion sorted apart (S. Nahar 2023c,
2023d). Her account of religious moral suasion and material support in the environmental
justice movement carries the same commitments into practice (S. E. Nahar 2026). Nahar’s
scholarship is the arrivant position doing exactly what Byrd hoped—relationality rather
than comparison, practiced rather than merely theorized.

The chosen-nation theology carried both operations into the American centuries.
James H. Cone’s account of lynching states the continuity with terrible economy: the claim
that white mobs could kill Black people extralegally “was grounded in the religious belief
that America is a white nation called by God to bear witness to the superiority of ‘white
over black™ (Cone 2011, p. 7). A white nation called by God: the bulls” donation clause,
domesticated. Kelly Brown Douglas traces the same inheritance through the myth of Anglo-
Saxon purity: “American exceptionalism was Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism” (Douglas 2022,
pp. 143-44). Teresa L. Smallwood’s survey of the colonial statutes shows the co-constitution
written directly into law—Virginia and Carolina codes providing that no slave should be
freed by becoming Christian, legislation necessary precisely because the older rule had tied
enslaveability to unbelief (Smallwood 2023). The same dominion logic that extinguished
Indigenous title also converted persons into title: Virginia’s 1705 act declared “the Negro,
Mulatto, and Indian slaves within this dominion, to be real estate” (Brewer 2017, pp. 1074—
75)—body and land, for a time, the same legal object. Cheryl Harris states the general
rule: the conquest of Native land was “ratified by conferring and acknowledging the
property rights of whites in Native American land,” and in Johnson “and similar cases,
courts established whiteness as a prerequisite to the exercise of enforceable property rights”
(Harris 1993, pp. 1716, 1724). Katharine Gerbner gives the hardening a name and a date:
“Protestant Supremacy” was “the predecessor of White Supremacy,” and colonial planters
“gradually replaced the term ‘Christian” with the word ‘white’ in their law books,” so that
“by 1700, whiteness had replaced Christianity as the primary indicator of freedom and
mastery” (Gerbner 2018, pp. 2-3, 74-75). The religious sorting did not merely resemble the
racial one; it became it, lexically, in the statute books. And the dominionist stream carried
the proslavery theology forward under its own name: Rushdoony defended antebellum
slavery as “a generally benevolent slavery” and opposed the Reconstruction amendments—
commitments his heirs soften but, as Edwards shows, never structurally renounce (Edwards
2024, pp. 361-62; Stewart 2020).
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The coding operation—hierarchy maintained without the word “race”—is itself part of
the genealogy. Ingersoll documents its postwar form: after Brown v. Board, “white Christians
who wanted to maintain their segregated schools could accomplish that with a ‘biblical’
critique of public education without mentioning race at all” (Ingersoll 2024, pp. 42-43).
The documentary record makes the substitution visible: a 1969 South Carolina Methodist
segregationist, appealing to “colorblindness,” lifted his language nearly verbatim from
Plessy v. Ferguson—colorblind Christianity not as a repudiation of Jim Crow theology but
as its rhetorical afterlife (Hawkins 2021, p. 126). Braunstein’s colorblind “Judeo-Christian
nation” narrative performs the same laundering at the level of national story, and its
analysts gloss the code bluntly: ““Judeo-Christian’ is code for “White’” (Braunstein 2021;
Nalani and Yoshikawa 2023, p. 557). The vernacular register keeps the older version
audible. In 1971, John Wayne—the icon of the militant Christian masculinity Du Mez
chronicles—could still say aloud what the courts had learned to imply: “I don’t feel we did
wrong in taking this great country away from [the Native Americans]. ... Our so-called
stealing of this country from them was just a matter of survival,” because “the Indians
were selfishly trying to keep it for themselves” (quoted in Du Mez 2020). Selfishly trying
to keep it for themselves: vacuum domicilium, in a cowboy’s cadence. And the market
keeps the hierarchy current: Boedy documents Turning Point USA’s pivot into “War on
White People” and Great Replacement rhetoric on the frank calculation that “there was a
market for anti-immigrant and racial-division messages” (Boedy 2025). From deprimantur
to demographic threat, the enslaveable Other has never lacked a name; only the names
have changed.

8. The Repudiation Gap and the Limits of Disavowal

The doctrine has been repudiated as no colonial instrument before it. More than 350
denominations and ecclesial bodies have formally renounced it—Episcopalians in 2009,
Unitarian Universalists in 2012, the World Council of Churches, the United Methodists
(Greenberg 2016, p. 240).” In 2023, Indigenous delegates meeting ahead of a WCC assembly
both credit and press that record, commending the Council “for repudiating the Doctrine
of Discovery and the principle of terra nullius (nobody’s land)” while insisting that “the
road to reconciliation leads through restoration of justice, because without justice, we
cannot stand as equals” (Message from the Indigenous Peoples Pre-Assembly Meeting 2023,
pp- 125, 129). The 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP) provided the canonical formula used by many to condemn all doctrines of
superiority as “racist, scientifically false, legally invalid, morally condemnable and socially
unjust”—language that Canada’s UNDRIP Act preamble then applied to discovery and
terra nullius (United Nations 2007; Canada 2021). In March 2023, the Vatican itself issued a
Joint Statement declaring that the Doctrine of Discovery “is not part of the teaching of the
Catholic Church” (Holy See Press Office 2023). We have analyzed that statement’s rhetoric
elsewhere: it distances without rescinding—the bulls remain in force as instruments never
formally revoked, and the statement frames them as “manipulated” by colonial powers
rather than constitutive of colonial power (Brett and Hill 2024a; Ngata 2019). A student
legal commentator presses further: the sixteenth-century document the Church now offers
as exculpatory proof is, “on close reading, an expression of the same hierarchical worldview
that produced the Doctrine of Christian Discovery in the first place” (Sumner, forthcoming,
p- 27).

The gap between speech-act and structure is not an unfortunate lag; it is the article’s
strongest evidence about where the doctrine lives. If the DoCD were doctrine on paper,
repudiating the paper would kill it. Because it is grammar-in-institutions, the repudiations
coexist peacefully with Johnson v. M'Intosh and Sherrill still standing, with the equitable-bar
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cases still dismissing Haudenosaunee land claims, with Wilkins’s 1997 demand that the
Court “repudiate the despised, outmoded, and always inaccurate doctrine of discovery”
now three decades old and still unanswered (Wilkins 1997, p. 309). The road to Rome is
longer still. In the quincentenary year Newcomb proposed that non-Native people “unite in
solidarity with indigenous peoples” to press John Paul II “to revoke, in a formal ceremony
with indigenous people, the Inter Cetera bulls of 1493” (Newcomb 1992); the Indigenous
Law Institute’s open letter to the pope, from Newcomb and Birgil Kills Straight (Oglala
Lakota), made the demand formal in 1993 and carried it to the Parliament of the World's
Religions in Chicago that year, on the ground that the bulls “are the basis for ongoing
patterns of subjugation that have been incorporated into federal Indian laws” (Taliman
1994). Arthur Manuel (Secwepemc) put it to Francis directly: “those church doctrines
remain, more than 500 years later, the core legal justification for the confiscation of our
land and subjugation of our peoples” (Manuel, quoted in Newsom and Carruthers 2022,
p- 76). Before Francis’s 2015 visit to New York, Tadodaho Sid Hill (Onondaga Nation) asked
publicly that the pope rescind the doctrine and end the Vatican’s silence (Gonzalez 2015); the
Haudenosaunee Confederacy was given no hearing, and Onondaga Nation members left
the visit reporting that the Confederacy and its Tadodaho had been slighted (Syracuse.com
2015). What arrived eight years later was the Joint Statement: a disavowal of the doctrine’s
use, not the revocation three decades of letters had asked for. Norgren’s comparison is the
sharpest available: Plessy was repudiated; Lone Wolf is still cited, “its underlying principles
still unquestioned” (Norgren 1996). Moana Jackson (Ngati Kahungunu, Ngati Porou),
addressing the UN Permanent Forum’s 2012 session on the doctrine, named the asymmetry
from the Indigenous side: apologies without restitution leave the “genocidal legal magic”
of discovery intact, and the real remedy is not the state’s contrition but “an Indigenous
re-discovery of our own rights, law and sovereign authority” (Jackson 2012). Aotearoa
offers the structural comparison: the He Puapua report rejected discovery and terra nullius
outright and proposed jurisdictional transformation rather than apology; its shelving under
political backlash confirms the pattern (Charters et al. 2021; Mutu 2019).

Eve Tuck (UnangaX) and K. Wayne Yang supplied the name for what the gap performs:
“settler moves to innocence”—"strategies or positionings that attempt to relieve the settler
of feelings of guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege, without
having to change much at all” (Tuck and Yang 2012, p. 10). A statement renouncing
discovery costs an institution nothing it intended to keep; reconciliation so conducted “is
about rescuing settler normalcy, about rescuing a settler future” (Tuck and Yang 2012, p. 35).
What the alternative would require has been on the table for decades: Robert Porter (Seneca
Nation) proposed in 1998 that the Hanadagéeyas (Town Destroyer, the Haudenosaunee
name for American presidents) repeal the colonial statutes and abandon by name “the
‘doctrine of discovery,” the Indian ‘right of occupancy’ doctrine, [and] the Plenary Power
Doctrine” (Porter 1998, pp. 998-99). The Assembly of First Nations drew the same line in its
own register: repudiation is not dismantling, and dismantling requires legislative reform,
redress for lands taken without consent, and a binding commitment that the doctrine “is
not in any manner invoked in contemporary court cases or negotiations” (Assembly of
First Nations 2018, p. 2). We have made the parallel argument for the doctrine’s theological
register: so long as the DoCD operates in law and theology, it “must be repudiated and
rescinded ... and removed from all courts of law” (Brett and Hill 2024b)—repudiation,
rescission, and removal, three different acts, of which only the first has begun.

The gap also takes an offensive form: where repudiation threatens, restoration rhetoric
re-narrates the founding rather than defending it. The 1776 Commission was convened ex-
plicitly to answer the 1619 Project—a state-sponsored counter-memory operation, “restora-
tion of American education” as the retaking of a mountain (Boedy 2025). The maneuver
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has deep precedents: Tillman documents an American Catholic college literally founded
on a manufactured memory of Franco’s crusade, its progenitors vowing to “make America
Catholic the way the conquistadores made half the world Catholic” (Tillman 2026). Even
within Calvinism the usable past is fought over—the current Christian-nationalist claim
on the Reformation is, in Micah Oosterhoff’s judgment, “not recovery—it was recreation”
(Oosterhoff 2026, p. 373). That the myth survives its own refutation is the strongest evi-
dence for reading it constitutively: when fact-checking led David Barton’s publisher to
withdraw The Jefferson Lies, the correction cost Barton no discernible influence (Throckmor-
ton 2026). Townes’s countermemory names what these operations fear: a reconstitution of
history from the flesh-and-blood particulars the fantastic hegemonic imagination carica-
tures (Townes 2006, pp. 21-23). The memory wars are not adjacent to the repudiation gap;
they are its battlefield.

The gap has an ecclesial-progressive form as well: Cone demonstrates that Reinhold
Niebuhr wrote through the lynching era without once connecting the cross to the lynching
tree—"“what is missing in his language about Calvary was the racial context that defined
the actual cross bearers in American society” (Cone 2011, p. 63). Repudiation-in-principle,
silence-in-fact. And the gap has a movement-side mirror, which may be its most instructive
form. The NAR’s own apologetic literature now disavows “dominionism”—the term “can
unfortunately present a picture of Christians as the equivalent of the Islamic Taliban,” writes
Randy Clark—while retaining, in the same document, Wagner’s definition of dominion
theology verbatim and the Seven Mountains schema (Clark et al. 2024, pp. 18, 129, 132).
The movement may attempt to disavow the label while keeping the grammar and logic
of the DoCD. Nor does counter-rhetoric alone reach the formation. Djupe and Walker
find that self-identified Christian nationalists already affirm pluralist statements at high
rates, yet under perceived threat Christian nationalism “erases the pro-social effects” of that
pluralism (Djupe and Walker 2026, pp. 177-78). Opposition campaigns like Amanda Tyler’s
therefore appeal to convictions adherents already hold, and the threat-saturated dominion
frame overrides those convictions when it counts (Tyler 2024). Even the scholarly field
participates—the same seasons that produced the repudiations produced academic essays
dismissing “Christian nationalism” as “an all-purpose branding term used to derogate the
more conservative forms of Christianity in America” (Raschke 2023; cf. McCrary 2026).
Ingersoll’s summary of Reconstructionism’s afterlife generalizes: the influence persists
precisely as “subtle, implicit, and hidden,” unacknowledged by the mainstream that speaks
its vocabulary (Ingersoll 2015). A repudiation that leaves the terministic screen intact is
not repair. It is, at best, the beginning of an honest inventory—and at worst, a ritual that
performs innocence while the structure keeps title. That inventory now has a scholarly
field forming around it (Paradise and Montague 2025, p. 463), and this article is offered as
a contribution to its cohering.

9. Sovereignty Is Still the Issue: Counter-Rhetorics of Relation

The discovery template has never gone unanswered. This section reads two counter-
registers—Haudenosaunee political thought and the African American prophetic tradition—
as rhetorical theory in their own right: not resistance-as-reaction but standing alternative
accounts of how peoples may share a world. We hold them side by side in Byrd’s sense,
as cacophony rather than harmony—parallel answers from the positions of native and
arrivant, neither reducible to the other (Byrd 2011).

Let us begin on the river. In 1613, at Tawagonshi, the Haudenosaunee and Dutch
newcomers made the treaty the Haudenosaunee call the Guswenta and English speakers
call the Two Row Wampum: two purple rows on a white belt, a canoe and a ship traveling
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the same river, parallel forever (Barreiro 1992). Oren Lyons (Onondaga Nation, Turtle Clan),
Faithkeeper of the Turtle Clan, renders its meaning:

This is our canoe, the Indian people, their government, and their religions. This
is our brother the white man’s boat, his religions, his government, and his people.
Together, side by side, we go down the river of life in peace and friendship and
mutual coexistence. As you note, we never come together. We are equal. (O. R.
Lyons 1992, pp. 33-34)

Set this against Inter Caetera and the rhetorical inversion is complete. Where the bull
constitutes one vessel and one river—a single sovereignty flowing from God through pope
to prince—the Guswenta constitutes two vessels and a shared river: sovereignty as relation,
not grant; coexistence without absorption. Goodell Ugalde gives that relation a current
name, relational sovereignty, and quotes Aaron Mills (Anishinaabe) on what the settler
ear misses: “one is not hearing what First Nations law says about belonging if one is only
willing or able to listen in the language of citizenship,” since belonging “is not conferred
once and fixed at the date of signature but is continually sustained through reciprocal
care, mutual aid, and shared responsibilities” (Goodell Ugalde 2026, p. 86). The Two
Row is not a “hidden transcript” in Scott’s sense, some coded resistance muttered offstage
(Scott 1990). It is a public, formally negotiated counter-doctrine, co-equal in genre with the
instruments of discovery and older than most of them in this hemisphere; what has been
hidden is only the dominant order’s willingness to hear it. Scott Richard Lyons calls the
standing claim “rhetorical sovereignty”—peoples’ inherent right to determine their own
communicative futures (S. R. Lyons 2000); Malea Powell names the practice “survivance,”
presence-in-resistance against a rhetoric that requires the vanishing of its objects (Powell
2002). Oren Lyons compressed the whole theory into a sentence at Montreal in 1979:
“Sovereignty—it’s a political word. It’s not a legal word. Sovereignty is the act. Sovereignty
is the do. You act. You don’t ask” (Lyons, quoted in Brett et al. 2026). Lyons has made
the argument in the law’s own venues: recounting a Canadian court’s ruling that under
the doctrine of discovery Indigenous peoples held only occupancy—"“which makes you
flora and fauna. We win”—he answered with unbroken title and the definition the doctrine
cannot metabolize: “sovereignty is freedom . .. sovereignty is responsibility” (O. R. Lyons
1993, pp- 209, 212). The act continues in the Grand Council’s refusal of state jurisdiction
in the 1997 trade-and-commerce negotiations (Heath 1998) and in Deloria’s proposal to
restore treaty relations (Deloria [1974] 1985); the claim is hemispheric, as Margaret Mutu
(Ngati Kahu, Te Rarawa, Ngati Whatua) carries Moana Jackson'’s teaching that “to honour
the treaty, we must first settle colonisation” (Mutu 2019). And the stakes are not abstract for
the nation from which this article is co-written: the Onondaga Nation’s petition before the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights—filed in 2014 over the taking of its lands
and the poisoning of Onondaga Lake, and still awaiting a United States response a decade
later—is the discovery doctrine adjudicating a living, sacred body of water in the present
tense (Brett and Hill 2026b).

A note on sources is itself part of the argument: the Two Row’s teachings, subject
to frequent attempts at undermining by settler colonists, have in fact been in print for a
generation (O. R. Lyons 1992; Brett et al. 2026; Parmenter 2013). The demand for parchment
proof of the Guswenta, while federal Indian law and property law rest untroubled on
a papal grant, that is not a standard of evidence; it is the discovery logic administering
the archive.

Now the second register. The African American prophetic tradition answered the
chosen-nation story from inside the scriptures the nation claimed. Bishop Henry McNeal
Turner—AME churchman, Reconstruction legislator, and, in Andre E. Johnson'’s studies,
the exemplar of “prophetic pessimism”—refused every sacralization of the American order.
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The flag was “a dirty and contemptible rag”; the Plessy Court an “abominable conclave”;
and his emigrationist conclusion inverted the whole civilizational hierarchy: it was Liberia,
not America, that showed the marks of a civilized polity, and “I see nothing for the Negro
to attain unto in this country” (Johnson 2020). Where mission-oriented prophecy calls
the nation back to a covenant, prophetic pessimism testifies without expecting the nation
to change (Johnson 2012, 2020). Turner’s “God is a Negro” did for theology what his
Liberia did for geography: it seized the naming power that signification had monopolized.
Cone’s twentieth-century successor move works the same seam—"“Every time a white mob
lynched a black person, they lynched Jesus. The lynching tree is the cross in America”
(Cone 2011, p. 158)—resignifying the dominant tradition’s central symbol against its
complicity rather than abandoning it. Rhetorical scholarship has formalized what Cone
was doing: Johnson’s early study of Black Theology and Black Power shows Cone adopting a
“prophetic persona” that grounds itself in the sacred, discloses what the order will not say;,
and judges—a rhetorical theology, not merely a theological rhetoric (Johnson 2010, p. 268).
Long supplies the theory for both: the forcibly silenced “exist as the pauses between the
words,” and their opacity—refused translation into the conqueror’s categories—is itself
a mode of signifying (Long 1969, p. 146; Long 2018). Smallwood carries the register into
the present: #BlackLivesMatter as “an expression of religious freedom in its mature state,”
proclamation becomes flesh in the streets (Smallwood 2023).

Neither the Guswenta nor the prophetic tradition asks for inclusion in the discovery
order on better terms; each denies that order’s account of what land, peoples, and God
are for. That is what makes them counter-rhetorics rather than counter-claims: they do not
contest a title within the grammar; they speak a different grammar. And their difference
from each other is load-bearing. The canoe and the ship name a relation between nations;
the cross and the lynching tree name a betrayal within a body. Conciliation—a word we
take up in closing—will mean differently for each, which is precisely why the article ends
with a triad rather than a synthesis.

10. Conclusions: Desanctifying Dominion

The Doctrine of Christian Discovery sacralized domination. Dismantling religious
nationalism therefore requires desanctifying it—not merely repudiating documents but
unmaking the grammar in historical memory, theological practice, and legal-material
structure, at the level of rhetoric where the sacralizing was done. Because the analysis has
been rhetorical, the conclusion can be exact about what desanctification requires: not one
alternative theology but three, held in cacophony, each answering the template from its
own ground.

From Indigenous theologies: diagnosis and relation. Forbes named the disease—
wétiko, the cannibal sickness of “consuming another’s life for one’s own private purpose or
profit’—and identified its sacralizing slogans: divine will, manifest destiny, God’s work
(Forbes [1979] 2008). Building on his decades-long relationship with Faithkeeper Lyons,
Philip P. Arnold situates the cure’s foundation in Indigenous values that treat land as
a relative rather than a resource (Arnold 2023). Randy Woodley (Keetoowah Cherokee)
works the same seam from inside the church, refusing to equate Christianity with Western
civilization and proposing lament and listening before any remedial “doing” (Woodley
2022). Desanctifying dominion, on this account, is resanctifying relation. And conciliation,
not reconciliation, names the political form: there was no prior right relationship to restore;
there was invasion. Iva Carruthers names the same refusal from the Black church side: “all
too often, those who have a heart for justice don’t have the stomach for truth. They want to
leap-frog to reconciliation and peace without remembrance and confession” (Carruthers
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2020). The task is to establish right relation for the first time—which is what the Two Row
has been offering, in public, for four hundred years (Cf. Hill 1992a, 1992b).

From Black theology: the naming of the idol and its replacement. Willie James Jen-
nings, examining the formation Western education gives its “white self-sufficient man,”
finds beneath possession, control, and mastery “one relentless goal: dominion”—and
answers with the one word the template cannot metabolize: “Belonging must become the
hermeneutic starting point from which we think the social, the political, the individual, the
ecclesial” (Jennings 2020, pp. 153, 10). A Black theologian, working without reference to
the bulls, independently names dominion as the deformity and belonging as its cure: the
convergence is the argument. Cone’s inversion supplies the christological form—the God of
this tradition is found among the crucified, not the conquerors—and Strait’s “hermeneutic
of resistance” shows the reclamation can reach the proof-texts themselves, restoring Genesis
1 to stewardship and Matthew 28 to servanthood (Cone 2011; Strait 2025). Andrew White-
head’s turn from measurement to confession makes the intra-evangelical case, naming
“power, fear, and violence” as Christian nationalism’s operative idols (Whitehead 2023,
pp- 16, 66).5

From womanism: the method for the long work. Townes’s countermemory—"not a
rejection of history, but a reconstitution of it”—is the discipline the memory wars of Section 8
require, and her “everydayness” locates the dismantling where hegemony actually lives: in
daily, communal, unglamorous practice (Townes 2006, pp. 21-23). The tradition’s founding
text had already named the deepest problem. An ethics “predicated upon the existence
of freedom and a wide range of choices” is “null and void in situations of oppression”;
dominion’s ethics, the unmarked freedom of the discoverer, is exactly such an ethics. Moral
truth must instead be rebuilt from the ground the dominant ethics erased (Cannon 1988,
p- 2). And Hucks documents the answer the typology would otherwise miss: exit—Black
religious world-making entirely outside Christianity, on land, behind a border that reads
“You are leaving the U.S. You are entering the Yoruba Kingdom” (Hucks 2012, p. 168).
Protest, refusal, and departure are all answers to dominion; a desanctified future has room
for each.

The stakes are not antiquarian. The emptying-and-claiming template is at work
this decade on new frontiers—terra nullius logic redeployed in green-capitalist extraction
zones, Indigenous lands rendered sacrificeable for a planetary “greater good” (Hutagalung
2026), and on this continent the Line 3 resistance names the same logic, where “a settler-
colonial project seeks epistemic hegemony to justify its entitlement to territory for resource
extraction” and water protectors call the pipeline “modern-day colonialism for resource
extraction and corporate profit” (S. Miller 2024, pp. 356, 365-66)—and the movement that
stormed a capitol under an Appeal to Heaven flag has not retired its cartography. Long’s
dyad states the choice this article has tried to make legible: the religion of the conqueror,
which sacralizes possession, or the religions of the oppressed and the resistant, which have
kept another world audible from within the pauses of the conqueror’s speech (Long 2018,
pp- 167-68). The Doctrine of Christian Discovery taught the nations to hear “dominion”
as a blessing. Unteaching it is rhetorical work—renaming, retranslating, restoring opacity
its dignity and land its relations—and material work: honoring treaties, returning land,
dismantling the doctrine in the law where it still resides. Tinker gives the material demand
its Indigenous name—LandBack, “reversing the thingification of Land, reversing the
conversion of Land into “property’” (Tinker 2024, pp. 333-34)—and Onondaga Lake gives
it a face. Betty has asked the question elsewhere, and it belongs here too: “How do you
pollute your Mother, the Earth? All living beings depend on her; none is greater than
another. How can humans claim dominion over the Earth while poisoning the very waters
that give them life?” (Brett and Hill 2026b). Faithkeeper Lyons reminds us that Sovereignty
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is the act thereof. The river is wide enough for two vessels. Land, sovereignty, and our
Mother the Earth are still the issue.
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Notes

1

6

Indigenous peoples contest whether the joint statement represents an actual repudiation or is merely yet another half measure.
Cf. (Arnold et al. 2023).

Africa is the case that shows the reach: reviewing Amin’s legal history of extraction, Dzah describes the doctrine of discovery
as “a foundational concept in international law’s power to dominate non-European polities, be it in Africa, Asia, or in Latin
America,” one that treated “non-European spatiality as theoretically vacant and practically uninhabited” and whose effects
outlived formal decolonization “through the instrumentality of international financial and development institutions that replaced
the European colonising powers” (Dzah 2025, pp. 678-79).

The three terms have separate histories and ebb and flow in relation to one another. For our purposes, “Christian nationalism”
is the oldest in this application: Newcomb used it for federal Indian law in 1993, Albert B. Cleage Jr. had used it for a Black
religious-political project in 1972, and the social-scientific literature specified its current sense only in the 2010s (Cleage 1972;
McDaniel et al. 2011; Whitehead and Perry 2020). “Christian hegemony” comes out of feminist, antiracist, and educational writing
of the 1990s and 2000s (Kaye 1996; Blumenfeld 2006); Paul Kivel’s Living in the Shadow of the Cross, together with the Christian
Hegemony working group he convenes, gave the concept its most developed and usable form for organizers and educators
(Kivel 2013); and “secular Christian hegemony” names its persistence after belief declines (Lauwers 2023). “Christian colonialism”
appears in comparative missionary history and in Indigenous critical jurisprudence (Savage 1997; Hawkley 2014; d"Errico 2017),
where it names the method rather than the polity. The terms describe one arrangement from three sides: a colonial claim to land
invokes Christian authority; its survival in ordinary legal reasoning becomes hegemonic; the story that the land belongs to a
divinely chosen Christian nation is nationalist. On the distinction between Christendom and Christianity, see d"Errico’s foreword
to Newcomb 2008.

Emphasis in the original.

Townes styles her name in lowercase; we follow her usage in the text and references.

On the ultramontane genealogy of the Catholic-integralist stream, see Cowan (2021) and Voekel (2022), read together by Byram
(2026): today’s Catholic-Protestant right is “a relatively recent chapter in longer conflicts over territorial sovereignty and
ultramontane authority.”

The Council’s own record is explicit: reporting to the 10th Assembly, General Secretary Olav Fykse Tveit noted that “we addressed
the Doctrine of Discovery last year, repudiating the use of this doctrine to justify non-indigenous claims to sovereignty and
domination” (Tveit 2013).

The idolatry frame has a parallel outside Christianity. Reviewing Yaacov Yadgar’s To Be a Jewish State, William Cavanaugh

"o

notes that Yadgar reads Zionism as “nation-statist political theology,” “a particular instance of a universal phenomenon” in
which the state supersedes the tradition it claims to fulfill and sovereignty “takes the role of the quasi-divine agent”; the
religious/secular boundary, Cavanaugh observes, obscures that confrontation, and the older words, idolatry and supersessionism,
name it better (Cavanaugh 2026; Yadgar 2024, pp. 65, 127). The DoCD'’s sacralization of dominion is the Christian case of the

same nationalization of faith.
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