Mission and Power – Case Studies and Theological Reflection

#1 Residential School: Policy, Power and Mission

by Terry LeBlanc

Introduction

Culture and faith, mission practice and evangelism have been at the heart of countless disputes (including some not so peaceful ones) that have sought to deal with issues rooted in human identity, the purposes and revelation of God, church polity and doctrine since the church’s inception. In fact, a case could be made that the unique centrality of this often heated discussion in the affairs of the historical church is so plain as to be the single most dominant issue to have mired the church of Jesus Christ in the mud of ineffectiveness.
 Our present discussion centre’s us on the impact of this issue of European/Euro-Canadian/Euro-American culture and faith in its expression of mission to Native North America as represented in the Residential Schools. 

It would be all too easy to slip into the orbit of one or the other of the two myths which have tended to polarize these discussions here in Native North America for the past few hundred years or more. On the one end of the continuum, is the belief that indigenous peoples of North America lived in an Edenic state prior to the coming of the Europeans, untainted by sin or the social diseases of human society – greed, war, lust, envy, murder and a plethora of others. Teasing this line of reasoning out to its logical conclusion leaves us with the belief that the ensuing social, spiritual and moral destruction was almost entirely a consequence of the encounter with “the other.” Agency in mission evaporates and we are left with an ignorant people devoid of the capacity to engage and decide for themselves. We must reject this as patently false in light of such stories as the Mi’kmaq, Membertou (Henry) or, Lakota physician, Ohiyesa (Charles Eastman) to name a few. As Thomas Giles
 makes clear, at least in the early days of mission in North America,

“Christianity was not simply thrust on an uncritical indigenous population. Native Americans viewed Christianity through a variety of experiences. They compared it to their own beliefs…They then made crucial decisions whether to accept the new faith…The fact that native Americans came to know the Christian God…shows…the power of a faith that was able to reach people despite tremendous obstacles – not the least of which were produced by Christians.”
At the other extreme is a fabrication predicated on prominent Euro-American philosophies birthed in a dualistic view of the world. The most obvious of these was the notion of Terra Nullius (early contact era) followed later by the concept of Manifest Destiny in the 19th century
. Together they created the impression in mission that the land of our forbears was a Godless, heathen place, unvisited by the one who made all things and gave breath to all creation; that God (or Nisgam, Maheo, Manitou) got out of the boat first, just before the newcomers, creating lands and beings to be discovered in advance of their explorations or, alternately, having made people and lands, He left them to their own devices. Rather like Theists believing the Deist’s truth. Reality lies between the two somewhere and, dependent upon the specifics of the related issue in question or, the place of its discussion, it shifts between the “left”, “centre” or “right.”

How did these notions structure and influence mission in Native North America? In particular, what weight did they have in defining the nature of power in mission? And what, if any, are the implications of these concepts for contemporary mission – Native North American or otherwise? 

Collusion and mission(s)

By 1969 when the Residential schools pact between the Canadian Government and four of its Churches was ended, control taken out of the hands of the churches and placed fully within government purview, a policy that had begun in the 1800s could finally be said to be in demise. The long road out of the valley of despair created in just over a century of assimilative mission practice, however, was just beginning.  

Residential schools were just a sample of “the massive changes that Indigenous peoples underwent in the century between 1850 and 1950; years also marked by the creation of the numbered treaties and the establishment of reserves. Residential schools peaked following Indigenous peoples’ marginalization as a consequence of the fur trade in 1850 and before the first major amendments to the Indian Act were ratified in 1951.”
  

The schools gave concerted expression to the two-pronged approach felt necessary to deal with the Native problem – Christianization and civilization. The Churches concern for the Christianizing of the Indian neatly intersected with the new Canadian Government’s need to civilize them for purposes of management and assimilation. As the then Archbishop of St. Boniface noted concerning Aboriginal children and these two policies, “[They were to be] caught young to be saved from what is on the whole the degenerating influence of their home environment.” Few in the church are recorded as having stood up to challenge such compelling logic, as the school’s policy appeared to be. The same was true of the government of the day with one noteworthy exception. Indian Affairs official Frank Oliver, in the face of what appeared to him to be faulty religious reasoning, demurred, pointing out the essentially un-Christian implication of the Archbishop’s formative conclusion:

“I hope you will excuse me for so speaking but one of the most important commandments laid upon the human by the divine is love and respect by children for parents. It seems strange that in the name of religion a system of education should have been instituted, the foundation principle of which not only ignored but contradicted this command.” 
 

Years later, the RCAP would further observe of Native families from whom the children were taken, that “their parents were, by the light of the [Residential School] vision’s compelling logic, unfit.”
 According to Stout and Kipling, for example,
“The physical separation of students and their families was merely the first step in a more generalized attempt to sever any connection children had with their culture and history.” 

Mi’kmaq elder Isabelle Knockwood described the experience of life at the Shubenacadie Indian Residential School in Nova Scotia as, in part, a place where “[w]e were being forcibly disconnected from everything our parents and elders had taught us ...”
 Stout and Kipling take this one step further as they note that, 

“In effect, students were made to feel ashamed of their ancestry, while teachers and other authority figures constantly sought to reinforce the innate superiority of ‘white’ society and values. On the one hand, this indoctrination involved the devaluing of parents and all aspects of Aboriginal culture. On the other hand, schools attempted to disconnect children from their background by prohibiting communication in an Aboriginal language.” 

While the most severe punishments were usually reserved for children who attempted to run away,
 the capricious nature of the discipline administered in residential schools contributed to a generalized climate of fear within the student body. Moreover, further exacerbating this situation was the fact that many of the punishments were either explicitly or implicitly sexual in nature.

Gradually, over the years following the 1969 decision to end the century of Church/State collusion, schools would be transferred to band control. When the last school finally closed in 1998
, an era of cultural and social genocide had ended. Or so it was thought. As Riediger
 would make clear, the end was, in actuality, far from visible. For you see, as Richardson and Nelson are quick to note, “Residential Schools… provid[ed] intensive and systemic re-socialization and cultural deprogramming for Aboriginal children while inflicting endless grief onto Aboriginal communities.” 

Making the case even more emphatic, Reidiger says that “…residential schools assaulted the Native’s individual and cultural identity, and left alcoholism, suicide, violence, and ongoing sexual abuse in their wake.” 
 For many, if not all, the light at the end of the tunnel was really just a train.  

The outcome was decades of continuing social trauma leading to social and cultural degradation. Only handfuls of foresighted, some would say prophetic, traditional elders managed to keep their cultures from complete annihilation. Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper would acknowledge on June 11, 2008, that some people and their cultures, to our collective loss, did not escape.  

“Like a pebble dropped in a pond, the effects of trauma tend to ripple outwards from victims to touch all those who surround them, whether parents, spouses, children or friends. There is ample evidence to support this view among residential school Survivors, where the consequences of emotional, physical and sexual abuse continue to be felt in each subsequent generation.”

And so, while Residential Schools may have long since closed, the after-effects continue to be experienced – and will for generations to come.

What of the Church?

What of the Church and its participation in this mission partnership?  

It seems clear that while some, such as Frank Oliver may have questioned the philosophy of the schools and the approach to mission they represented, disagreement hardly registered with the church authorities. I would venture that without conscious assent, the ideas of Terra Nullius and Manifest Destiny had become firmly entrenched and a sense of the rightness of these actions of mission toward Native people had become incontrovertible. Native peoples, in this conception, represented a less-than-civilized aspect of creation that needed to be fully reworked. As a part of the wild, untamed creation
, Native peoples (as with the rest of creation) were therefore subject to manipulation according to European ideas of their best interests. Redemption then, looked like remaking Native peoples in the image of Europeans as if they entirely lacked the image of God.

It seems clear that this commodified approach to the land and all that rests upon or in it, fully rooted in an understanding of the physical world as temporal, was one of the bases for thinking that Native peoples could and would be easily assimilated into the mainstream populations and lifestyles of the emerging North American nation-states – including their church. After all, once Native people saw the benefit of progress and development, they too would understand that exploitation of the land’s resources was in their best interest. They would, in what I believe was part of the thinking of the time; see the advantage of such a civilization including its religious expression, Christianity. 

Centuries before contact, Europeans had ceased to understand creation, including land, in other than a mostly dualistic way. Physical, material creation while manipulable and useable for spiritual purpose, or, possessed by spiritual forces, was not itself spiritual and therefore not redeemable. The material world was, accordingly, destined for destruction and replacement. God would, in essence, create again, ex-nihilo, a world and heavens for the saved souls of humanity. Human souls, therefore, were the essential and only focus of Jesus’ work on the cross.

In contrast, for Native North Americans, henotheists at worst but most likely modified theists, the whole of the creation was possessed of a spiritual nature. In keeping with the text of Genesis 1:28-30, they had intuited that a creator would, by reason of the activity of creation, deposit something of the creator’s self in all of the creation. Categories designed in the West to accommodate such thinking, pantheism and panentheism, foremost, were inadequate to carry the understanding and meaning which such a concept held for Native North American peoples. Yet these ideas about how Native people thought framed the Churches mission, especially in strategies like the residential schools – strategies which focused on the two-fold activity of “Christianizing” and “civilizing.” As Ward Churchill
 notes, “Kill the Indian, save the man” quickly became the cry for the European, the epithet of the Native North American.

Mission to Native peoples then, necessitated that three things happen. First, European ideas of material value and wealth connected to the resources of the land needed to be imposed, replacing a more communally-focused, survival motivated and shared economy where the land was a mother nurturing her offspring. Concomitant with the first was the second – the growing social-liberal notion of autonomous personal well-being and success – a notion which pits one person against another. The third, implicit in accomplishing the first two, was the need for Native people’s connection to the notion of entire spirituality, the idea that the totality of creation is possessed of a spiritual nature, to be severed.

These became the focus of the application of power in mission – the government’s and the church’s – in running of the Residential Schools. In one study of the implications of these continued policies, Wade
 describes the existence of “a very close and mutually supportive relationship between colonialism and the so-called ‘helping professions.’” He outlines a colonial code of relationship, rooted in the three concepts I have described above, as follows:


1) You are deficient/I am proficient;


2) Therefore, I have the right (duty, privilege, responsibility) to perform prescribed 
operations upon you, with or without your consent;


3) These operations are undertaken for your own good.

Participation in a practice that, according to many of the day, “had the best interests of the Native populations at heart,” not only failed to take into account significant differences in perspective of the Native peoples as over against Europeans. It failed, most significantly, to take into account the deep connectedness of Native people to the land of their forefathers and mothers; the understanding that the land was possessed of a spiritual essence. This was, after all, a concept that differed so clearly from that of European Christians who tended to perceive anything but human beings as devoid of spiritual animation.

So, you may ask, what does this all have to do with mission and power in the 21st century – specifically with the Edinburgh 1910 anniversary? Let me suggest the following.

Implications past and present

The hurdle of mission among Native people has really had little to do with the Gospel or the Scriptures in which that Gospel is described. Native people – “traditional” or not – have historically had little argument with either. In fact, this year (2010) commemorates the first conversion recorded of a Mi’kmaq sagamou (leader or chief in the contemporary usage) to the Jesuit presentation of that Gospel from those scriptures.
 His own agency in that decision is indisputable by all but the most stubborn in their blinded efforts to divorce the Gospel of Jesus from anything appropriately Native North American. In my opinion, the imposition of power in historic mission has not been rooted in the uniqueness or singularity of the person of Jesus or the message of the gospel – but in an issue of the philosophy of the messengers and methods.

In other words, it has not been about the story and person of Jesus. It has, instead, been about the difficulty the church has had (in all its traditions of expression) setting aside a worldview of material and spiritual separation which made the Gospel about the salvation of the human soul (the spirit in today’s more common usage of the tripartite Greek concept of human existence) in favour of one that has an holistic, biblical clarity about it.  

As evidenced in the Lausanne covenant of 1974 and all but three historic counterpoints (Celtic, early Franciscan and articulated Orthodox) in the historic expressions of the wider mainstream Christian tradition, the focus of the work of the church has consistently been in an either/or mission – hardly consistent with the clear teaching in scripture that all of creation is to be redeemed. It is arguable even today that the mission of the church continues, in the main, to be dichotomous in nature: souls and/or service. This continues to apply levers of power to the lives of people who understand the world in more holistic terms, in inappropriate ways. We are, we would assert, whole beings dwelling in lands that are spiritual in essence, living in interconnected contexts and communities.

It seems to me then, at the crossroads of a shrinking and increasingly stressed world, that the issue of mission and power which confronts us in the 100th anniversary of Edinburgh 1910, is how we discuss the nature of the spiritual; whether we continue to embrace three successive and interdependent forms of dualism
 as the foundation of our theologies and therefore, our missiology or, whether we will view the world and, our mission in it, in more clearly holistic terms. In the human aspect of our Creator’s realm, it goes to whether we will begin to conceive, in light of the nature of creation and its Creator, that there is something more spiritually intrinsic to all of creation which frames the lives of the people and therefore the conversation about conversion and redemption.

As an example, in the Native context, we could continue to discuss Native spirituality versus Christian spirituality (as behaviourally defined) in a very henotheistic way. This will continue to lead us to competitive discussions not unlike a child’s playground taunt of “My dad is better than your dad!” Or, we can speak about an ontological spirituality and concern ourselves as followers of Jesus with the proclamation of the One through whom human spirituality is most fully experienced and creation spirituality most fully understood. This I would aver, moves us beyond the discussion of the Red Road, White Road, Black Road and Yellow Road that some in our communities have posited (which makes it seem as though there are many creators) to the road of human wholeness, expressed in the shalom of our Creator, as a part of the plan of that Creator for the entirety of creation.

For those of us on the Jesus Way, it should mean encouraging others to understand the fullest expression of Native spirituality as being in right relationship with the Creator, right relationship with other human beings and right relatedness to the rest of creation the way our ancestors looked for but, only fully embraced in the person, work, life, teaching, death and resurrection of Jesus. I believe this to be an extension of, not replacement for who we are and, the direction we have already been journeying. Not unlike Jesus’ claim to be the fulfilment not replacement of the Law and the Prophets for the Hebrew people, Jesus becomes our way of journeying from the past, validated and authentic experiences of our people, through the present challenges following a devastating period of encounter, to the future fulfilment of our journey.

As you will note in the stories which accompany, the issues are not straightforward, the solutions not simple or, perhaps better stated, not simplistic. In the Native context there is a complexity that has developed from what have become compound worldviews and convoluted family and social settings. This will be true in most, if not all of the places a Gospel predicated in a dualistic worldview was or is presented. And so our challenge for the coming century, is to make our worldview comport with the one in the scriptures which we hold dear. This is not, as has been witnessed for the past 1700+ years, a dualistic one borrowed from Greek philosophy – for all the value it has contributed to Western society. Instead, such a worldview as I am proposing reflects the shalom of the Creator; the desire that all of creation be in balance and harmony as was announced in the opening days of creation in the Genesis narrative: “It is very good!”
#2 Reflections on Intergenerational Effects of Residential Schools

by Eileen Antone

Residential schools played a major role in the lives of the Original people in what is now known as Canada in North America. There are many different Aboriginal nations across Canada but this paper will focus on my experience as an Onyota’a:ka member of the Onyota’a:ka Nation also known as the Oneida Nation of the Thames located in South western Ontario.

The Onyota'a:ka people were introduced to the Residential School system shortly after they settled along the banks of the Thames River in 1840. During the mid 1840s, an Ojibwa Methodist minister named Rev. Peter Jones moved to the Muncey and Chippewa communities across the river from the Onyota'a:ka of the Thames settlement. Rev. Jones arrived at Muncey as a Methodist minister with an admirable vision for the First Nations people. He envisioned an educational system that would teach the First Nations children to survive as First Nations people. Because Rev. Jones had witnessed many events where the Native people lost their land, he wanted the children of all First Nations communities to develop skills in order to deal with the European nations so that they could protect what little bit of land they had left (Smith, 1987, p. 193). In a letter to the churches he wrote, "It is also our intention to select from these schools the most promising boys and girls, with a view to giving them superior advantages, so as to qualify them for missionaries and school teachers among their brethren" (McVitty, 1920). He felt that if there was a formal institute run by the First Nations people, Native children would have a fair chance of survival.

It was to this end that a considerable amount of his work at Muncey was dedicated. Reverend Peter Jones began the long arduous task of obtaining funds to begin the Mt. Elgin Indian Residential School. With much exhausting travel through Upper Canada and England he managed to collect enough funds to have a manual labour school open in December 1849 on the Chippewa of the Thames Reserve. With the exception of the three-year closure in 1864 to 1867 this Residential School remained open until 1946.

Due to his failing health shortly after the school started, Reverend Peter Jones was unable to continue the educational work at this facility. The school was taken over by a non-Native minister named Reverend Samuel Rose who had problems as an administrator because of his "ignorance of Indians" (Smith, 1987, p. 214). Peter Jones' vision of Mt. Elgin eventually coming under the Christian Indians' control never materialized. Instead, "White people fed, clothed, trained, and preached to the students in English" (Smith, 1987, p. 214). Without apology Principal Rose stated "they are never left alone, but are constantly under the eye of some of those engaged in this arduous work" (Smith, 1987, p. 214). Within these kinds of conditions the First Nations students were unable to identify with the school. Therefore the masses of Indian missionaries, teachers, and interpreters that Peter Jones had prayed for did not manifest. This school was reported to be a failure in 1858 and was closed in 1864 for three years and reopened July 15th 1867 (McVitty, 1920,176), but did not fulfil the original vision of Peter Jones. 

Although the Mt. Elgin Residential School was in close proximity to the Onyota’a:ka community many of the children were also sent to the Mohawk Institute in Brantford, a residential school which opened in 1834 and closed in 1970 (Graham, 1997). In 1892, formal regulations were established for residential schools by order-in-council. Therefore after 1892 Onyota’a:ka children were also sent as far away as the Sault Ste. Marie Shingwauk Home Residential School, as well as to Brandon, Manitoba.

When I was collecting data for my doctoral thesis concerning Native education in Canada I interviewed several members of the Onyota’a:ka community about their formal school experience. One of my oldest participants was an elderly lady who had attended residential school in Brandon,  Manitoba during the 1920s. Her Dad was not well and so when the Indian agent came to see him about sending his children to the Brandon residential school, she and her brother decided that they would go so that it would not be so hard on her father. The Indian agent told them that this school was run by Christian people and therefore they would be well fed, well clothed and well educated. Her comment about Residential Schools at this time was “there was nothing Christian about the school” as the children were often hungry and constantly punished for speaking their own traditional language. She was very proud of the fact that she had not lost the use of her language. She said, “You know I didn't know how to speak English until I went to that Brandon Manitoba [residential] school. There was ES [another student], we talked Oneida. And if we get caught talking to each other in Oneida we would get a strapping” (Antone, 1997). The prevailing belief of the residential school administrators was that if the language was removed from the Native children they would more easily assimilate into the dominant society.  

She stated that she and her friend would hide and speak to each other in the Onyota’a:ka language and therefore when she returned home to the Onyota’a:ka community she was able to continue using her mother tongue. 

After the fiasco of the 1969 White paper (which was a Canadian policy document where the government proposed to abolish the Indian Act, reject land claims and assimilate First Nations people into the Canadian population with the status of other ethnic minorities rather than a distinct group), there was a reclamation of the Onyota’a:ka language and culture in the community. Many of the young Onyota’a:ka parents went to this elderly lady for Onyota’a:ka names for their babies. As she was sharing with me this information she asked me “What is your ‘Indian’ name?” I had to admit that I did not have an “Indian” name as both of my parents attended residential school at Mt. Elgin and witnessed the violence that many of the children experienced at this facility. They loved me too much to have me go through the punishment of speaking my own language so they only taught me to speak English and did not bestow upon me an Indian name. 

Both of my parents had passed on to the spirit world by the time of this interview so she offered to give me an “Indian” name. As she thought for a few minutes she said, “Your name will be Kaliwisaks.” She asked if I knew what that meant. I had to admit I did not so she said it means, “She who gathers information.” I continue to use the name because that is what I do; I gather information to enhance the learning of Aboriginal people.

After 1925 the Mt. Elgin Residential School was administered by the United Church of Canada where they continued to enforce the tenets of the Indian Act and to Christianize the students in their care. In the Christianization process the Native students were coerced to get rid of their ways in relations to their ceremonies which included the use of the language, songs and dances which were part of their spirituality. This process of disconnecting the Aboriginal people from their way of life had a detrimental effect on the identity of many Aboriginal people in Canada. 

In my journey I have learned the traditional culture of a society is what ensures its unity and survival. The values, beliefs, history and customs form the basis of the attitudes, behaviours, and understandings that make up the heritage that individuals learn. Although a living culture is constantly changing and adapting to situations encountered, it still contains principles that are intrinsic to a particular group of people and to the identity of those people.

The relationship to Mother Earth is one of the manifestations of spirituality. It doesn't matter what our faith system is; it is the relationship to everything around us that is important to our spiritual well being and the way we reveal that relationship. 

At the United Church of Canada General Council in 1984 an Aboriginal woman from British Columbia named Alberta Billy called for an apology from the church for the way they used the Christian message to strip Aboriginal people of their traditional way of being.

In August 1986, at Sudbury during the 31st General Council of the United Church of Canada, the moderator Robert Smith made an apology to the Aboriginal Peoples of Canada. It was a powerful event to witness. I remember Rev. Stan McKay, a Cree minister, gave an eloquent teaching from the pulpit. He said in words to this effect, 
“Once there was this little old woman and this little old man living in a beautiful house. One day a person from another place came to visit them and they welcomed him into their home. He stayed and stayed until one day some of his relatives came also. They stayed. These visitors kept inviting more people to the house until finally the old man and women were living on the veranda of the house because there was no more room inside. The visitors occupied the whole house. The old man and woman kept saying to themselves, ‘When are these people going to leave so we can move back into our house?’ As they were settling in on the veranda another group of relatives of the first visitors arrived and the little man and little women were pushed off the veranda into the bog that was surrounding the house” (Antone, 2004).

Rev. Stan McKay then stated “We will go down to the bog to wait.” One by one the Aboriginal people got up and left the congregation to follow Stan to the bog. On the bog was a tepee where the Elders waited for the apology. In the centre of the bog was a sacred Fire and beside the sacred Fire were the drummers. The atmosphere was quiet. People were visiting with each other. The evening sunset turned to the dark of night. Eventually we saw hundreds of candle lights coming down the hillside to the bog where the Elders were waiting. This contingent of General Council representatives from across Canada was lead by the Moderator who proceeded to the Tepee where the Elders awaited. The Moderator read the following communication to the Elders (Antone, 2004).

“Long before my people journeyed to this land your people were here, and you received from your elders an understanding of creation, and of the Mystery that surrounds us all that was deep, and rich and to be treasured.

We did not hear you when you shared your vision. In our zeal to tell you the good news of Jesus Christ we were closed to the value of your spirituality.

We confused western ways and culture with the depth and breadth and length and height of the gospel of Christ.

We imposed our civilization as a condition of accepting the Gospel.

We tried to make you like us and in doing so we helped to destroy the vision that made you what you were. As a result, you, and we, are poorer and the image of the Creator in us is twisted, blurred and we are not what we are meant by God to be.

We ask you to forgive us and to walk together with us in the spirit of Christ so that our peoples may be blessed and God’s creation healed.”
The Elders and the United Church Moderator came out of the Tepee where the apology was once again read to the Original people of Turtle Island and there was joyfulness throughout the bog. Our people suppressed by the church for so many years pulled out their shawls and button blankets and danced crying and singing around the sacred Fire to the beat of the drums. In their joy they invited the other people to join them in the release from suffocating oppression.

As I witnessed this event it had a powerful influence on me as an individual. I had been raised with the belief that our stories, songs and dances were the ways of the devil and when the words of this apology were spoken I was also released to learn about our spiritual ways which for centuries were manifest in our ceremonies, our songs, our language and our ways of being.

Although the last Residential School was closed in 1996 the effects of these schools are still rippling through the Aboriginal communities. There is still much work to be done to bring healing and reconciliation to the Aboriginal people of Canada.

References

Antone, E. (1997). In Search of Voice: A Collaborative Investigation on Learning Experiences of all Onyota’a:ka. Toronto, ON: Unpublished Thesis-University of Toronto.

Antone, E (2004). A Citizenship Dilemma: Aboriginal Peoples and Identity Questions. In (editors) Karsten Mundel and Daniel Schugurensky Lifelong Citizenship Learning, Participatory Democracy and Social Change ,Transformative Learning Centre, OISE/University of Toronto.

Graham, E. (1997). The Mush Hole: Life at Two Indian Residential Schools. Waterloo, ON: Heffle Publishing.
Mc Vitty, S. R. (1920). The Story of Seventy Years of Progress. The Missionary Bulletin. Vol. XVI (2), 160-208.
Smith, D. B. (1987). Sacred Feathers: The Reverend Peter Jones (Kahkweaquonaby) and the Mississauga Indians. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
#3 O Ke che manido

by Andrew Wesley

In my early age I grew up in the hunting ground of my ancestors, the Omuskagowuk Nation. My life was good – we lived off the land and everything was provided for us. The hunting ground was located in northern Ontario, about 150 miles southeast of James Bay. In the summer months the family would move to the community of Fort Albany on James Bay until it was time to leave in the fall.

One fall I never made it back to the hunting ground with my family and instead I was put on a supply ship going back to Moosonee. This was my first trip away from my family and I didn’t even know I was being sent far away to a residential school. I don’t remember the trip. I was only about six years old, and there were ten other children on that boat. We left at six in the morning and arrived at Moosonee at 9 p.m. and were hustled to the school. 

I don’t even remember my first day at the school. I must have broken down crying all the way, wanting to be with my parents and grandmother. I must have wondered why I had to be in this place, separated from them and from my home. When I think about it now, I was deprived of the right to a normal family upbringing – the right to have parents and grandmother to love and enjoy and be nurtured by.

My number at the residential school was 56 and I was known by that number for many years. I was not considered to be a human being, just a number.

Shortly after I arrived at St. Anne's [residential school], I was in the dining room. We were having a meal, but I don’t remember what we were eating. I got sick and threw up on the floor. Sister Mary Immaculate slapped me many times before she made me eat my vomit. So I did, I ate all of it. And then I threw up again, for the second time. Sister Mary Immaculate slapped me and told me again to eat my vomit. I ate it, half of it, and then I was told to go to the dorm. I felt humiliated, being slapped around in front of my friends and being treated worse than a dog, except you wouldn't even treat a dog like that. I was sick for a few days after that. I managed to eat a little here and there because I was afraid it might happen again, so I used to watch how I ate my food. (This incident today reminds me of Isaiah 50.)

When I was 12 years old, I was in the dining room. I was sitting across the table from my friend, and he was kicking me under the table to tease me. I caught his leg and I pulled off his shoe. Sister Mary Immaculate caught me. She took the shoe, which was a heavy shoe (not like the running shoes of today that children wear), and she hit me on my head with the heavy shoe. She hit me about 50 times. I passed out for a while. I was not allowed to report the incident, and I was not allowed to go to the clinic. The beating left a large lump on the back of my neck, at the top of my spine (which has never gone away). For many, many days I had a hard time walking or playing because it hurt. I had regular, severe nosebleeds that kept coming back for months. (Was this person working for the church and Jesus?)

Seeking sources of hope, I revisited my Traditional Spiritual Teachings of my Elders, especially the prayer on Wisdom my father used. I would like to share it.

“Oh, Ke che manido, give me wisdom....

Help me to understand that life on earth is part of your gift, inspiring to our patterns of life, with man the chief steward. Teach me to appreciate the delicate relationship of all things on earth. The majestic flight of Canada geese. The spring time promise of the wonderful smell of flowers in bloom. The crystal purity of a dew drop and all that it contains. Oh, Ke che manido, teach me the proper respect of my place. Guide me in doing my part to help solve the many problems that beset us. Let me be dedicated to this task, as a bee gathering pollen. Oh, Ke che manido, show me how to utilize the inspiration from the daily miracles that I witness on my walk in your created earth. Help me to remember that nature's songs and laughter are more in tune with life than any wail or frown. Make me realize that in nature there is both tranquility and power; knowing that makes harmony reside also in me. Oh, Ke che manido, make me humble; please give me humility to see how crude the most spectacular man-made thing is compared with a baby rabbit, the wondrous perfection of a snowflake, or the grandeur of your sculptured tamarack trees in the muskeg. Give me wisdom and knowledge to know that if our environment fails because of our over exploitations, I too am doomed. Oh, Ke che manido, open our eyes. Help us to understand that we are indeed all God’s creatures. That we are all brothers and sisters after all. So be it.”

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The above prayer was translated from Omushkago Cree of James Bay.

#4 My Healing Journey in Relationship to Aboriginal People

(The reflections of someone born and educate in Scotland 

who came to Canada at the age of 19)

by J. P. Ian Morrison

A crisis of faith

The period from March 1990 to June 1991 was the turning point for me in my relationship with Aboriginal peoples. I had just been made the Associate Secretary for Canada Ministries, a department of the Board of World Missions (which in 1992 was amalgamated with other Boards to become the Life and Mission Agency) of The Presbyterian Church in Canada (PCC). This position included responsibility for oversight of the native ministries in the PCC. There were three specific events that made me reconsider how I approached my relationship with Aboriginal people and indeed all people.

The Oka Crisis

The Oka Crisis took place in the Province of Quebec and revolved around the proposal by the mayor of the community of Oka to extend and existing golf course using land that the Mohawks claimed was their territorial land. A summary of this event from Historica web page (http://www.histori.ca/peace/page.do?pageID=343) is as follows.

When confronted with a plan to expand a golf course on their land, the Mohawks on the Kanesatake reserve decided to erect a barricade to Oka where the land was situated. Indeed, the land which the mayor of Oka and other citizens of the city were eyeing for the new golf course was being claimed as long-held ancestral land by the Mohawks. Three months later on July 11, 1990, the police intervened and attacked the barricade being guarded by the Natives. Shots were fired and Marcel Lemay, an agent with the Sûreté du Québec (provincial police force), was killed. The conflict took on an entirely new perspective from that moment on. The Mohawk claims were no longer strictly territorial in nature, but rather a demand for recognition of Native independence. The Warriors then joined the Mohawks at the barricades. The government refused to negotiate while the Mohawk barricades were up and sent in the Sûreté du Québec to erect its own barricades on the roads leading to the municipality of Oka and the Kanesatake reserve. As neither group was willing to dismantle their barricades, Robert Bourassa (the Premier of the Province of Quebec) called in the Canadian Armed Forces. Despite the armed presence, negotiations were slow and it took several weeks before the Mercier Bridge and highways 132, 138 and 207 were able to reopen to regular traffic. Twenty days later on September 26, 1990, the last barricades were taken down and the Warriors gave up the fight.

Conference of Catholic Bishops Consultation

In May 1990 I attended a meeting of the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) in Saskatoon, which was called for the purpose of developing a strategy of responding to the breaking awareness of abuses that had taken place at residential schools run by Roman Catholic Church entities. There were Aboriginal people present at that meeting and some were invited to tell their stories. For the first time I heard, first hand, stories of sexual abuse and physical abuse beyond any Christian maxim of discipline. It was at this meeting that the CCCB made the decision that they would look to local entities to respond to their dilemma. This decision was to become significant in dealing with the Government of Canada around the matter of legal liability since the CCCB indicated that it was not the Roman Catholic Church that was responsible for the schools but the individual entities that ran the schools.  

Visit by PCC personnel to Kenora and Birtle
At that time I was naïve enough to believe that the abuses did not happen at the Presbyterian run schools. But that naivety was not to last long. There were rumours that Birtle and Cecilia Jeffrey schools were to be included in schools where abuses took place. This led to a visit by two colleagues and me to Cecilia Jeffrey School just outside Kenora, Ontario, and to Birtle School in Winnipeg, Manitoba, where we heard from former students of the schools run by The Presbyterian Church about abuses they had suffered.  

These three events, in particular the third one, remain the most traumatic experiences I have ever had in more than forty-three years of ministry. I realized at that time that a model of education that had been adopted and sponsored by my church had lead to one of the most horrendous events in Canadian history. From this time forward I knew that my life would never be the same. 

My worldview was changed dramatically 

I was born and grew up in Glasgow, Scotland. From elementary school on, a major geographical image that was part of my culture was all the “pink bits” on maps of the world that everyone knew were countries that were parts of the British Empire. Canada was one of the pink bits and held an early fascination for me. As I grew up my exposure to Aboriginal peoples (the term used then was exclusively “Indians” or if there was any possibility of confusion with the Indians from that other part of the Empire, then the term “red Indian” was used) was limited to what I saw in the Saturday afternoon Cowboys and Indians matinees at the Roxie or the Odeon picture houses. The Indians were usually portrayed as the bad guys and the good guys were the white settlers who always looked like North America belonged, by rights of conquest, to them. If there were any good Indians they were the ones that supported the whites in their conquest of taking over “America.” My other vivid image was of how “fire water” or whiskey made the Indian savage. It never occurred to me that abuse and degradation might be the cause of the drinking. In high school history class the “good” Indians were the ones who were supportive of the British conquest of Canada.

That was my image of Aboriginal peoples when I immigrated to Canada in 1957 to live in Montreal, Québec. Finding employment in Montreal and working in the secular world while attending university in the evening did not do much to change that image. It was limited by my interaction with them that was close to nil. While attending university in the evening I worked as a draughtsman at Dominion Bridge Company in Lachine, Québec. While there I worked with Al. Al was an Indian from Caughnawaga (Kahnasake), an Indian Reserve on the south shore from the Island of Montreal, just below the Mercier Bridge. Both Al and I did some of the fabrication drawings for that bridge. Al was considered to have made it since he was an Indian who had a white-collar job. Working for Dominion Bridge also made me aware of the world famous Mohawk ironworkers, mostly we were told, from Caughnawaga, who were esteemed for their “nerve” in working at the extremities of columns, girders and beams used in erecting the high-rise buildings in Montreal, Toronto, New York and Chicago. 

My secular upbringing left me with a concept of Aboriginal people who were outside my gambit and on the lower rungs of a Canadian social stratification. If someone made it into my world they had indeed improved their lot in life. I think this was the prevailing understanding of Montreal society in the early 1960s.

After making a decision to become a minister in The Presbyterian Church in Canada and through a growing interest in the ministry of the church, I became more aware of the church’s ministry with Aboriginal peoples. At that time the Women’s Missionary Society (WMS) was running the two Residential Schools, Birtle, in a community of the same name in Manitoba and Cecilia Jeffrey just outside Kenora, Ontario. The message that permeated this work was about the wonderful Christian charity we were doing in these two communities and the reserves where we were involved through sending ordained Missionaries to their first ministerial charge. At seminary there was one Aboriginal student whom we considered had succeeded in making it out of the “hoi polloi” of Aboriginal society into an integrated Canadian society. 

My more immediate experience with Aboriginal people came as a minister in the community of St. Giles’ Church, Prince George, British Columbia. This revolved around helping those who came to the church looking for a meal, or bus fare, or accommodation. In this ministry I became aware of the prejudice in the white community against Aboriginal people. This was made particularly plain when I had booked a room in a local hotel for an Indian who was looking for accommodation. When the hotel staff saw that he was Aboriginal, the hotel suddenly had no rooms available. Trying to fight this prejudice was difficult since alcoholism was inevitably always part of the problem and I did not yet understand that the trauma of attending residential school was more often than not the reason for the alcoholism.

My ministry in the downtown west-end of Vancouver, British Columbia, did not embrace a ministry with Aboriginal people although I was aware of the proportionally larger number of homeless Aboriginal people in the downtown east side of the city, which was no more than two kilometers away from the church in which I was the minister.

When I moved to my position with The Presbyterian Church in Canada at our national office in Toronto, Ontario, it was obvious that we were beginning to be aware of the need to give more autonomy to Aboriginal ministries. The dilemma was the lack of leadership, both lay and clergy, that were emanating from our congregations. It was at this point in my ministry that the events of 1990-1991 mentioned at the beginning of this paper took place.

I can no longer look at what were once all the “pink” bits in an atlas without thinking how a Western European understanding of colonial conquest has often been imposed on indigenous peoples on every continent. Learning to appreciate that my way is not the only way has broadened my life and made it richer for the struggle. 

How the Church engagement with Aboriginal peoples changed

How did the church respond? The natural response was to set up a committee to look into what had happened at the residential schools. This was not easy since there was still a point of view that prevailed that all the good that had happened at the schools trumped the bad.

The end result of the committee’s work took an unusual step. As well as making recommendations regarding how we work with Aboriginal peoples, we also presented a recommendation inviting the Church to adopt a confession to God and Aboriginal peoples, acknowledging our complicity with the Government of Canada in an assimilation policy and recognizing that the Residential School system was systemically flawed and allowed for the possibility of abuse (1992 Acts and Proceedings of the General Assembly, pp. 562-565). The 1992 General Assembly did not agree to the adoption of this confession and sent it back to the then Board of World Missions for further work. However the Assembly did agree with recommendations from Canada Ministries:

“That the Church commit itself to listen to the issues as they are named and described by Aboriginal peoples and to listen to what they decide is useful and appropriate in response. 

That the Church support healing processes that arise from Aboriginal peoples themselves.
That the Church commit itself to seeking ways to work with Aboriginal peoples in calling the Government of Canada to acknowledge that its policies were harmful to Aboriginal peoples.”

Following through on these recommendations was the beginning of a healing journey that has enriched my life beyond measure.

It took two more years of work before the Church, on June 8th, 1994, was willing to accept and adopt a revised apology with an excellent introduction prepared by Ray Hodgson, the then Associate Secretary for Justice Ministries for the PCC (1994 Acts and Proceedings of the General Assembly, pp. 365-377). The Confession is presented at the end of this paper.

In the fall of 1994 a moving ceremony was held at “the Forks” in Winnipeg where the then Moderator the Rev. George Vais presented the confession to the then Grand Chief of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, Grand Chief Phil Fontaine.

The Grand Chief’s response was that while he accepted the apology he could not yet forgive the Church (he attended and was abused in a school run by an order in the Roman Catholic Church). It was heartening to me to know that at a recent meeting between the Grand chief and the Pope in Rome that the Grand Chief forgave his church for the abuse he had experienced. 

Working ecumenically

Working ecumenically with colleagues from the United Church of Canada, The Anglican Church and the Roman Catholic Church has been educational as well as rewarding. The reward was getting to know better colleagues from the other churches including some very wonderful Roman Catholic sisters from the religious orders that were involved in the Roman Catholic residential schools. The education was realizing that my concept of church structures was haywire. I had always presumed that the Roman Catholic Church was structurally the most centralized, then the Anglican, the Presbyterian and United Churches. In actual fact it is the very opposite from this. The United Church is the most centralized, then the Presbyterian, the Anglican and the Roman Catholic Churches. This fact was brought home most clearly and became a great frustration for the churches working and making decisions together because the Roman Catholic Church had more than fifty different entities involved in running the schools and each bore their own responsibility according to their mandate. This frustration hampered how we worked together; and if it frustrated the other three churches, it frustrated more the Aboriginal people with whom we were working.

Working with the Government of Canada

Part of my journey has been meeting with Aboriginal, Government and Church representatives regarding ways to resolve the more than 12,000 claims against the Government and the churches. If working with the reality of fifty Roman Catholic entities was a frustration, working with the Canadian Government was close to impossible. Getting close to the Government is like getting close to an elephant. You pray that it will not roll over. And yet the Government negotiators had a way of rolling over despite the promises that this was a shared enterprise. For healing and reconciliation to be truly successful the Government of Canada has to come to grips with the fact that we Canadians share this land with the Aboriginal people who were here long before us. 

Working with Aboriginal people
In the many meetings with Aboriginal people, both within the PCC and the wider community, I got to know some wonderful people who were gracious and forgiving in their acknowledgement of the church’s complicity with the Government in the policy and programmes. People like Maggie, Bobby, TJ, Mike, Bob, Yvonne, Phil, Ted, Garnett, Margaret, Vivian and numerous other Aboriginal people, too many to name individually, have taught me that there is another way to think about life and its challenges. I am eternally grateful to them for opening my life to another way of thinking.

Healing and reconciliation

The most rewarding part of my healing (and hurtful when I hear what happened in institutions run by my church) journey has been the role I have played on behalf of the PCC in attending Individual Assessment Program (formerly Alternate Dispute Resolution) hearings. The claimant, his or her lawyer, the Adjudicator, a representative from the Government of Canada, a health worker if the claimant so desires, and a representative from the church usually attend these hearings if the claimant does not object. The Adjudicator invites the claimant to tell his or her story. This is usually a difficult task (sometimes this is the first time the person has told anyone of the abuse suffered), but a skilful Adjudicator is usually able to get the information required to assess what the level of abuse was and therefore what the award should be. After the claimant’s lawyer and the Government representative have spoken the church representative is invited to address the claimant. In my address I speak of how I became involved with the PCC and how I learned only of the good things that happened at the schools. I then speak of how I found out that my church was no different from the others and the shock that was to me. I then speak of my healing journey and how the church struggled to adopt the Confession to God and Aboriginal people. I read aloud sections 5-7 from the confession. I then say that the church has asked me to share this confession and to apologize for any hurt that the claimant may have experienced through the neglect of The Presbyterian Church in Canada and to ask for the claimant’s forgiveness.

At one hearing after I had spoken, the claimant stood up from where he was sitting opposite me. The claimant walked around the table, passed his lawyer and the health worker till he reached me. I did not know at that point what to expect but was put at ease by a firm handshake and hug and the words that the church was forgiven. The claimant returned to his seat and with tears in his eyes stated, “this is the happiest day of his life” because the church had admitted what it had done was wrong. There was not a dry eye in the assembled group.  

At another hearing, after I had spoken the claimant thanked me and forgave the church with a similar handshake and hug. The adjudicator, in closing, asked the elder who had accompanied the claimant if he had anything to say. He replied that he was moved by what had happened then added that he was sorry that the same opportunity had not been given to him when he had had his hearing. It is for this reason that I encourage whomever I can to try getting claimants not to object to the church being represented at hearings. 
Where do we go from here?

Healing and reconciliation cannot take place without personal contact. The church must be involved wherever and whenever it can in the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The church must continue to put pressure on the Government of Canada to deal with the outstanding issues that the Aboriginal communities have over land and indigenous rights. Reviving the report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Rights would be a start. The hardest job will be convincing the people of Canada to accept that the Aboriginal people of Canada have a unique relationship with those of us who have come to these shores regardless of how long ago or how recent.

 THE CONFESSION OF THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
AS ADOPTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY, JUNE 9th, 1994

The Holy Spirit, speaking in and through Scripture, calls The Presbyterian Church in Canada to confession. This confession is our response to the word of God. We understand our mission and ministry in new ways, in part because of the testimony of Aboriginal peoples.

1.
We, the 120th General Assembly of The Presbyterian Church in Canada, seeking the guidance of the Spirit of God, and aware of our own sin and shortcomings, are called to speak to the Church we love. We do this, out of new understandings of our past, not out of any sense of being superior to those who have gone before us, nor out of any sense that we would have done things differently in the same context. It is with deep humility and in great sorrow that we come before God and our Aboriginal brothers and sisters with our confession.

2.
We acknowledge that the stated policy of The Government of Canada was to assimilate Aboriginal peoples to the dominant culture, and that The Presbyterian Church in Canada co-operated in this policy. We acknowledge that the roots of the harm we have done are found in the attitudes and values of western European colonialism, and the assumption that what was not yet molded in our image was to be discovered and exploited. As part of that policy we, with other churches, encouraged the Government to ban some important spiritual practices through which Aboriginal peoples experienced the presence of the creator God. For the Church’s complicity in this policy we ask forgiveness.

3.
We recognize that there were many members of The Presbyterian Church in Canada who, in good faith, gave unstintingly of themselves in love and compassion for their aboriginal brothers and sisters. We acknowledge their devotion and commend them for their work. We recognize that there were some who, with prophetic insight, were aware of the damage that was being done and protested, but their efforts were thwarted. We acknowledge their insight. For the times we did not support them adequately nor hear their cries for justice, we ask forgiveness.

4.
We confess that The Presbyterian Church in Canada presumed to know better that Aboriginal peoples what was needed for life. The Church said of our Aboriginal brothers and sisters, “If they could be like us, if they could think like us, talk like us, worship like us, sing like us, and work like us, they would know God and therefore would have life abundant”. In our cultural arrogance we have been blind to the ways in which our own understanding of the Gospel has been culturally conditioned, and because of our insensitivity to aboriginal cultures, we have demanded more of the Aboriginal people than the gospel requires, and have thus misrepresented Jesus Christ who loves all peoples with compassionate, suffering love that all may come to God through him. For the Church’s presumption we ask forgiveness.

5.
We confess that, with the encouragement and assistance of the Government of Canada, The Presbyterian Church in Canada agreed to take the children of Aboriginal peoples from their own homes and place them in Residential Schools. In these schools, children were deprived of their traditional ways, which were replaced with Euro-Canadian customs that were helpful in the process of assimilation. To carry out this process, The Presbyterian Church in Canada used disciplinary practices which were foreign to Aboriginal peoples, and open to exploitation in physical and psychological punishment beyond any Christian maxim of care and discipline. In a setting of obedience and acquiescence there was opportunity for sexual abuse, and some were so abused. The effect of all this for Aboriginal peoples, was the loss of cultural identity and the loss of a secure sense of self. For the Church’s insensitivity we ask forgiveness.

6.
We regret that there are those whose lives have been deeply scarred by the effects of the mission and ministry of The Presbyterian Church in Canada. For our Church we ask forgiveness of God. It is our prayer that God, who is merciful, will guide us in compassionate ways towards helping them to heal.

7.
We ask, also, for forgiveness from Aboriginal peoples. What we have heard we acknowledge. It is our hope that those whom we have wronged with a hurt too deep for telling will accept what we have to say. With God’s guidance our Church will seek opportunities to walk with Aboriginal peoples to find healing and wholeness together as God’s people.
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Theological Reflection – A Time for Healing

by Wendy Fletcher

To read the case studies of those whose people have walked the road of the residential experience is to move deeply toward the suffering of the other. 

The mission of the church, conceived of as a colonial undertaking, caused harm. However well intentioned, the marriage of political and economic colonization with religion formed a socialization project that led to the devastation of generations of indigenous persons from many First Nations communities across Canada. For several decades, no corner of the nation was left untouched by the colonizing reach of the residential school experiment. 

Despite the intention to promote well-being through the promotion of the gospel, the marriage of gospel with the imposition of culture meant the stripping away of the culture of the other. The assumption of the racial and cultural inferiority of aboriginal persons set in juxtaposition to the presumed superiority of European culture meant the practical dehumanization of the other. When Christian leaders of an earlier generation partnered with the government to promote the view that only the assimilated indigenous person was worthy of citizenship and recognition as a person under the law, a trajectory of harm unfolded, which wrapped countless children and their families in trauma and dislocation. To replace one culture with another meant that the inferior culture must be stripped away. To accomplish that goal, children were forcibly removed from their families and whole peoples were consequently severed from their kinship groups and the traditional wisdoms which had sustained them throughout their story as a people. 

The structure of the residential school project meant that children taken into care by the government were subject to both structural and capricious harm. A grossly under-funded system, which often provided inadequate nutrition, housing, clothing and care, was even less likely to provide effective education. As well, under-funding by the Canadian government meant that in many circumstances poorly supervised children were left vulnerable to the abuses of violence and humiliation by their caregivers. By its very structure, the residential school system created a world in which its own objectives could never be achieved. Rather than empowering children to fully engage the opportunities of Euro-descent culture, residential schools, despite the good intentions of some, left countless children emotionally crippled, effectively illiterate and sitting on the sidelines of Canadian society. One has to ask, given the spectacularly brutal outcomes, what was the actual goal of the project? Writing in 1967, a Canadian Anglican Bishop protested to the Department of Indian Affairs that the residential schools should be left open even as the Department prepared to close the residential schools as a failed experiment:

“We must continue our efforts among the Indians. Although there is no hope for this generation, if we persist, perhaps we will be able to raise up their grandchildren to the level of a servant class.” (Bishop of Huron to the Secretary of the DIA, 1967)

What was our goal?

The missiology which framed the underpinning of this system was malformed. It assumed that the good news of the gospel could be shared through force and coercion. In the context of triumphalist liberal Christianity, we enthusiastically embraced the social reconstruction project as a religious work. In our effort to remake the world in our own image, we fell. We know from the lessons of history that the North American colonization project is just the most recent version of a way of configuring the relationship between gospel and power which has led to acts of enormous evil perpetrated against the innocent. We know that in every instance, the use of power for forcible conversion has given way to destructive outcomes; force does not teach a gospel of love.

In response to the case studies provided, partners from around the globe sound a similar note. In each case, the writers move to the place in the story of their own context, where the misuse of power, as power over the other, led to harm, sin and alienation. All can readily identify the effects of such abuse in their own worlds. Several name the devastating effects which eradication of culture left behind, such as loss of ethnic identity, social cohesion and meaning. All resonate with the implicit harm which a legacy of colonization (whether it is based on race, gender or class) leaves behind for the next generation to clean up.

That’s us. We are the generation who must formulate our own theory of mission and its right relation to power. We are the ones asked to move forward after the fall. Where to from here? The case studies themselves point the way. In each case, the place of moving forward was rooted in mutual release. As joint actors in the residential school drama each name their story, one of harm and the other of repentance, a stark truth becomes palpable: no justice is possible in this situation. There is no compensation which can adequately make right the loss of childhood, culture and freedom for several generations and multiple cultures. Can a childhood be given back? It cannot.

If justice then is not the equation which makes sense of moving beyond the harm of colonization, what is? The stories shared lend themselves to the motif of reconciliation woven from a genuine accounting of the harm and a sincere plea of repentance. Release of harms received by those injured is the next movement in the unfolding dance of reconciliation, as those injured literally open their arms wide in an embrace of welcome, very like the embrace of the cross. As kinship based cultures, First Nations communities prior to the assimilationist project of our government, welcomed the gospel as communities. Now as communities, indigenous persons are beginning the journey of communal forgiveness and release. There is no reason why such welcome and forgiveness should be possible. For some, it may be inconceivable to imagine, and yet the generosity of spirit expressed by many of those harmed, as they move toward the other in welcome, is opening the way for a transfiguration of this old story into a new day. Perhaps if I had not experienced this opening into transfiguration, I would not understand.

On October 9th, 2008 I made my way to the Nisga’a village of Laxgalts’ap. I made the journey to attend the funeral of Bradley Martin, son of Willard Martin, Vancouver School of Theology (VST) alumnus and Nisga’a hereditary chief. Bradley had ended his own life. Over a century before, Christian missionaries had brought their own view of the world to the Nass Valley and had insisted that suicides should be given no proper burial. The Nisga’a adopted that teaching and have continued to follow it, even as the Church changed its thinking and practice. Willard insisted on giving his son the dignity of a Christian burial and settlement feast. I went to support him in his courage and his wisdom, and to honour the life of his son. Willard, as with many of his people, has survived the trauma of the residential school experience and all of the dislocation that it has engendered for so many. I was very aware of the fact that I carried with me the weight of our history, a colonizing church, a legacy of harm. I felt shame.

When I arrived, Willard cautioned that there might be very few attending the funeral, as it was breaking with cultural practice. He then asked me to participate in the liturgy which would honour his son. To his and my surprise, hundreds of Nisga’a came. When the Eucharist was celebrated, every single person came forward to receive. When James, the Nisga’a priest, asked me to walk with him ahead of the casket to the graveside, I looked back. Ten beautiful young Nisga’a men carried their friend, refusing to put him down until the grave was reached. With tears streaming down their faces they walked and walked; behind them hundreds of Bradley’s people walked with him his last mile. We stood around the open grave and then James turned and handed me his prayer book, “You commit him to God for us,” he said. As I said the words of committal, and we all stood there suffering together, hoping together, past the stain of an incredibly wounding history, I saw that the healing of God was begun. I saw that the healing water of God’s grace was pouring out to all corners of the earth and nothing was beyond its reach.  

With such moments, a beginning place is framed. By grace and the opportunity which repentance and release offers, we are invited to reformulate our understanding of mission and its relationship to power. If we are able to deconstruct our earlier assumptions about the relationship between gospel and culture, we can begin again. While we appear to have understood that religion always reflects culture, we have not always understood that transposing our assumptions about normative culture onto the other, as a necessary dimension of transmission of the gospel, destroys the gospel’s intent. If there is no space for cultural accommodation of the other, then the gospel becomes an agent of hegemonic discourse rather than the liberating word of God’s welcome and mercy. A gospel engaged with, but not normalizing, culture is an appropriate vehicle for the transmission of a unitive vision of community which empowers rather than disempowers the other.

Perhaps in the final instance we are invited in this generation to see that the gospel we carry to the world is itself an act of mercy and reconciliation enfleshed. We are disciples of a Reconciler of whom came to bind up the wounds of all those who have been hurt, perhaps firstly by those who have been hurt at the hands of those who thought they were right. A missiology which will carry us forward onto new ground is not the proclamation of any dogmatism nor any set of moral imperatives or culturally embedded values as necessary companions to the gospel. It is not a project grounded in a notion of power over another. Rather it is the enfleshment of radical love, which by its practice gathers in rather than divides, lifts up rather than steps on, and heals rather than harms. 

As we attempt to live into new partnerships in church and world, I Corinthians 12:14-26 may be a suitable companion for us. With his image of the body, Paul speaks to the community at Corinth drawing on an ancient wisdom of how communities configure themselves. However, Paul takes Aristotle’s image of the body and literally turns it on its head. In this passage he insists that the members of the body which are least honoured should be the most honoured; that the least valued be the most cherished. Such an inversion of the power images familiar in Paul’s day clarifies his intention for the early community of the followers of Jesus. The least among us, the children, will lead us.

My daughters attend high school on the university campus where we live. University Hill Secondary School (UHILL) is generally regarded to be a first class high school; academic standards are measured by provincial testing and student achievements are high; it is a school where recruiters from the Ivy League schools come and pitch their tents. It is the case, that I love that school. But it is not for any of the reasons I have just named.

In that high school there is a room, known by the students as Room 16. Room 16 is the room where students with learning challenges go to manage the complexity of their academic lives. In a world like UHILL, it is an unlovely place. In Room 16 there are teachers and learning assistants who deal with the most significant challenges in the system. They are absolutely, unflinchingly committed to the well-being and care of the students entrusted to them. In Room 16 there are students who struggle and suffer and who support and love each other, who believe in each other and cheer each on like nothing I have ever seen. 

Also in Room 16 there is young man whom we will call Alex. He struggles with a severe case of Asperger’s syndrome. He is one of the gentlest human beings I have ever been privileged to encounter. My daughter Rachel is friends with Alex. Now Rachel is a very smart girl, winning, attractive, popular in her way. And she visits Room 16. One day after several years of walking the high school walk together, Alex said to Rachel, “Rachel can I ask you a question? Would it be okay?” “Yes Alex, please ask me what you want to.” “Rachel,” he said, “Why do you come to Room 16? You don’t look like you belong here.” “Well Alex,” said Rachel, “I can only hear with one ear, so I need to come here. I have to work harder than most people to understand what is being said to me. I might not look like I belong, but you and I, we’re Room 16 people together.” And so the story goes.

When Paul addressed the community at Corinth, his message was this radical. In the face of all of our hopes of glory, the glory the world might give, or even the church – in its own limited way – Paul speaks. And he says each member of the body is most beloved, and the least among us most beloved of all. His summons to us is that we see ourselves in a new way, not as neo-empire rebuilding wannabes, not as saviours who will fix the world or save the Church, but as committed disciples of the word of life who will love the world, who will live as love in the world by seeing, by understanding that we, beloved children of God, community of the faithful, we are Room 16. Blessed be. By a gospel of humility and compassion, and only by grace, will Room 16 renew the world.

It would appear that the witness of the Canadian Church in this generation is that there is no harm which is beyond the reach of God’s healing grace. All around us in these hours, the signs of a new world struggling to be born paint themselves across the backdrop of former desolations. Perhaps it is the case that struggle is another word for hope. Mercy abounds and deliverance remakes us.

� Irrespective of the emerging new structures of ecclesiology and theology that were its by-product many times.


� Thomas S. Giles (1992) in Christian History, Issue 35 Vol. XI (3). Much the author writes about in Native History appears to uphold the stereotypical history of mission as bringers of civilization to the Indians, devoid of harm. With this I strongly disagree. His comments on agency above are, however, accurate.


� Though many will say this was a uniquely American phenomenon birthed in the 1800s, the philosophical roots of it, irrespective of the formal use of the term, were evident in the actions of colonial powers from the earliest point of modernity. That the churches understood this to be true also appears, to this writer, to be unmistakable.
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