
Aboriginal Issues Resources
for the churches of the

Canadian Baptists of Western Canada



 
 

 

 

The Call to Reconciliation  
 

Matthew 5:21-26       
 
 

Tim Dickau, Senior Pastor of Grandview Calvary Baptist Church, 
Vancouver, BC 

 
Sermon #1 in “The Truth and Reconciliation Series” 

 
January 13th, 2012     

 

Family Wounds 

 

My uncle's family went through a crisis 20 years ago.  My uncle and aunt were successful dairy 

farmers who had built up a large operation. They had milk quota (worth hundreds of thousands 

of dollars), a large collection of machinery and land base – again worth well a couple of  million 

dollars then.  When my uncle died, he willed his entire estate (while his wife was living no less) 

to his oldest son, the fourth of five children in the family.   My cousin farmed for a few years and 

then sold the entire estate to start up his own business.   

 

Can you imagine what happened in that family?  There was a lot of confusion, anger, ongoing 

misunderstanding and suspicion. A lot of questions. Why did he get everything? Relationships 

were ruptured and remained strained to this day.   To my knowledge, there has not been an 

opportunity to really sit down and talk about this inequity and injustice in this family.  The next 

generation is isolated from one another.  

 

Our Wounded Canadian History 

 

Now magnify that story not over one family, not even many families, instead magnify that story 

over hundreds and hundreds of aboriginal clans with the new settlers, throw in the story of 

residential schools where the stated goal was to remove the Indian in the child, add the 

stonewalling by our various  governments  and  internal conflicts among aboriginal groups 

themselves in the generations since and you get a glimpse of why we  are where we are at today 

in our  history between aboriginal and non-aboriginal Canadians. You get a glimpse of why we 

have a problem.  We've got a large wound in our nation that needs healing.   

 



 
 

If you have been here over this Fall, you know that we as a church are seeking to engage the 

Indian Residential Schools Truth and Reconciliation process begun in 2008. That commission is 

currently making its way back and forth across the country, with a national event coming up here 

in September.  For the next 5 weeks, we are going to focus our preaching around this theme and 

will also host an inter-church seminar on Saturday February 9
th

 that we'll tell you more about in 

the coming weeks.    

 

I am very thankful for the committee from our church that has initiated our involvement in this 

journey.  Along with members of this committee, I believe that we are being given a significant  

opportunity as a church to participate  in the Truth and Reconciliation commission.  Let me name 

what I think that this opportunity is. 

 

First, we are being given an opportunity to take a serious look at our history as a nation and to 

learn about and acknowledge  the wrong done in  our residential schools. It is an opportunity to 

hear of the wounds that have been left among our aboriginal peoples. It is important to do this as 

churches because churches played such a significant role in the running of these schools.  While 

Baptists weren't involved in running these schools, Jodi Spargur told us last Spring in her sermon 

about that comment from one chief. He said that  most aboriginal Canadians don't distinguish 

Baptists from Anglicans or the United Church; so we are implicated by being part of the 

Christian church.  Participating in the commission is our opportunity to hear some of these 

painful stories and to acknowledge the harm done in the name of Christ. 

 

Secondly, I believe we are being given an opportunity to begin to forge better relationships with 

aboriginal Canadians in our own neighbourhood. As a church – and as part of the Church in East 

Vancouver – we have not done well here. We have not seen many signs of reconciliation and 

working together with aboriginal groups, including Aboriginal Christians.  We need this 

reconciliation in our own neighbourhood.  

 

Thirdly, participating in this commission is not just about healing between the church and 

aboriginal Canadians. This wound affects many Canadians' perception of the church and the 

Christian story.  

 

When I first came to this church in 1989, I remember well talking with a civic leader in our 

neighbourhood who told me that one of her main barriers to working with the church, or to even 

trusting us,  was our history with aboriginal peoples.   I don't think she is alone.  The church's  

history with aboriginal peoples is one of the barriers many people feel, even if they don't name it, 

when it comes to trusting the church, cooperating with it or in hearing the Christian story freely 

without this tainted lens. Perhaps the church's involvement in listening, repenting and seeking 

reconciliation is the beginning step in healing some of these wounds. Perhaps it can be the 

beginning step in seeing the power of the gospel to bring reconciliation.   Perhaps by working 

towards the healing of this wound we will discover together the truth of the gospel, the good 

news that God can bring reconciliation through the power of  Jesus' victory over the powers of 

untruth and injustice.   We may even have an opportunity to witness a wider healing to our 

country.    



 
 

 

Blessed are the Peacemakers 

 

How might we make the most of this opportunity? In this sermon today, I want to lay some of the 

groundwork for why we should pursue reconciliation.   

 

Let's look at this section in Matthew's gospel. This passage in verses 21-26 is part of Jesus' 

sermon on the mountain.  That sermon begins with those 10 sayings, the blessings – blessed are 

the poor in Spirit.  Blessed are the merciful. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called 

children of God.   After naming all these blessings, the rest of the sermon fleshes out what those 

blessings would look like. In the passage we heard this morning, Jesus fleshes out what it means 

to be a peacemaker.   

 

Let's listen again to verse 21.   Jesus begins this section with the words “you heard it said, but I 

say unto you”.  This is the first of five of these antitheses in the sermon. In each of these “you 

heard it said, but I say unto you” passages, Jesus intensifies the command from the Torah, our 

Old Testament. He calls for a deeper, wider response. So, verse 21.  

 

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘You shall not murder,  and 

anyone who murders will be subject to judgement.’ 22 But I tell you that anyone who is 

angry with a brother or sister will be subject to judgement. Again, anyone who says to a 

brother or sister, ‘Raca,’ (an Aramaic word of contempt -- you blankety. Blank – sort of 

thing) Anyone who says Raca is answerable to the court. And anyone who says, ‘You 

fool!’ will be in danger of the fire of hell.” 

 

Jesus’ point is that the sort of renewal that he is coming to bring calls us to break free from this 

minimalist “hey, I'm all right; I've never murdered anyone” mentality that attempts to justify us 

in the court of moral judgement.  No, Jesus says, we need to do better than that.   Because even 

hostility or contempt for someone can start us on the road that eventually leads to family and 

community destruction.   Jesus intensifies what it means to seek peace. 

 

And this is not merely an inward moral examination. Jesus calls for action. He gives two 

examples, the first of which is a little outrageous. Here's what he says in verse 23: “Therefore, if 

you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has 

something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to 

them; then come and offer your gift.”   Remember that Jesus is speaking to people in Galilee  

who live about three days’ journey to the temple in Jerusalem.  So imagine that you travel three 

days to go make an offering in the temple and then you remember that you have something 

against a brother or sister,  you are not likely to just leave your animal on the alter and head 

home, are you?  Jesus seems to be talking a little tongue in cheek. But his exaggeration makes a 

point.   Don't let these divisions fester. Do something about them.  Take action. Even if it is 

inconvenient. 

 

And then he gives the second example of bringing a dispute to the judge.  If the conflict has 



 
 

gotten that deep, settle it on the way there, Jesus says. Why take your chances with what might 

happen if the problem comes before the judge.  In a similar parable later in the gospel, Jesus will 

make his point by saying “make friends, not enemies”.   

 

You get the picture. For Jesus the peacemakers are blessed. They reflect the image of their 

heavenly father.  What's more, if you don't deal with your anger and contempt, you will 

eventually become a peace breaker, not a peace maker.  Jesus calls us to be proactive about 

division.  If you just sit around and take a passive approach to division and conflict, it won't do.  

Settle it. Do your part to be reconciled to your brother or sister.  

  

Think about divisions in your life that have festered.  Are you taking a passive approach to them, 

quite comfortable to hold others in contempt?  Or are you proactive in seeking peace?  Are you a 

peace breaker, or a peace maker? 

 

One thing that is important to remember in all this is that Jesus is not like a boss who tells us to 

be more productive but then refuses to give us any more resources or help to be more productive.  

No, Jesus overcomes the forces that divide, he overcomes forces of injustice to make Shalom 

possible.  In his letter to the Colossians, Paul describes this work of reconciliation as part of the 

cosmic work of the Messiah. “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him,  and 

through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by 

making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.” This is important. Lest we forget,  

reconciliation is at the center of God's action and mission in the world. 

 

What that means is that we work towards reconciliation with the confidence that this is not a 

losing battle. This is the vision of God, the vision that Jesus empowers us by his Spirit to put into 

action.  That is true for friendships, marriages, families, enemies and for us as a nation as we 

enter into this Indian residential schools truth and reconciliation process.  Do you believe that?  

God offers hope and power towards that end. We are not entering into this journey as some sort 

of politically correct response; we are entering into a journey of healing that we believe God can 

and will do something about.  

 

Some Concrete Steps Towards Reconciliation 

 

As we engage in this journey towards truth and reconciliation, I want to suggest a few concrete 

steps we can take towards living out Jesus' teaching on reconciliation as a church – and as a 

nation, that I hope will frame our response during this series. 

 

Hear the Truth 

 

First, we all need to hear about the truth of our history, not just the good parts but also the bad 

parts.  We do need to hear about the wrongs done.  There are many stories of residential school 

survivors.   I'm not going to tell many of the stories that have been written and told by aboriginal 

people in residential schools in part because we have the opportunity to hear from aboriginal 

leaders like Chief Bobby Joseph and Ray Aldred in a few weeks.   We need to hear these stories 

 



 
 

though. 

  

In reading our history, we also need to be alert to the way the scriptures were used – and misused 

– to justify some of the responses.  For example, Robert Allen Warrior writes about how so often 

the texts of conquest from the Old Testament when Israel entered the promised land were used to 

justify the conquest of lands in North America by settlers, as though God were ordaining them 

for this conquest.   Missiologist David Bosch writes about how the Indians had no rights; to 

subdue them and take their land was often considered a divine duty similar to the Israelites 

conquest of Canaan.  

 

In reading our history, we also need to be aware of the way in which the assumption of the 

superiority of western culture was promoted along with the Christian story. That combination, 

motivated both by cultural blindness and greed, resulted in missionaries becoming, again in the 

words of David Bosch, “pioneers of western imperialist expansion”.  Jamie told me a story that 

she read about in St. Mary's school that illustrates this cultural imperialism.  The story is about a 

native Elder who had a vision, a vision for this community. He took the time and care to write 

down that vision on a piece of parchment to show it to the priest, clearly one of the leaders of 

this new people – elder to elder.  But the priest not only dismissed the man's vision, he spit on the 

parchment and threw it down.   The Elder died shortly thereafter; the narrator of the story 

wondered if he died partly of shattered hope.   It seems to me that if we don't tell these stories, 

we are more likely to perpetuate the same kind of cultural superiority today. 

 

Confess our Country's Wrongs 

 

We need to hear these stories of wrong done. As the Church, we need to hear the wrong done in 

the name of Jesus. But we not only need to hear these stories, we need to confess the wrongs 

done.  

 

Now I've heard some of you raise the question of whether we should apologize for sins of our 

ancestors?  What if our family wasn't even a part of the country at the time?  

 

John Howard, the former prime minister of Australia, said this a decade ago about his own 

country's response to their aboriginal history, “I do not believe that the  current generation of 

Australians should formally apologize and accept responsibility for the deeds of an earlier 

generation.”  Many people would agree with him.  

 

Is he right?  I want to introduce a little philosophy here in discussing this question. The argument 

John Howard uses rests on the idea of what is called moral individualism. The notion of moral 

individualism or the unencumbered self is that we are only liable for obligations I voluntarily 

incur.  If I agree to a contract with you to cut your lawn and don't, for example, then I am liable. 

This is an attractive idea, the idea that my responsibilities are limited to the ones I take upon 

myself.  It assumes that we are free and independent selves, unbound by prior moral ties.  If 

moral individualism is entirely right, then we don't have a moral burden for the wrongs of our 

predecessors.   



 
 

 

But is this true? I don't think so.   In the scriptures, repeatedly we are reminded that as God's 

image bearers in creation, we have responsibilities to God and to our neighbour whether we 

acknowledge and accept them or not.  The responsibility to care for those poorer than us and to 

treat one another justly, or the responsibility as we read today to pursue peace.  As humans, we 

all bear these responsibilities. We will be held accountable to these responsibilities.   One way 

we often speak of these responsibilities is to say that we are a part of God's story – which gives 

us both privileges and responsibilities.  

 

But we are also part of a Canadian story, the fore-bearers on this land. Non-aboriginal Canadians 

share in many benefits of this land and history.  Most of us share in social advantages because  

the western way of life is the basis of how our society works.  We continue to share the wealth of 

resource extraction off of native lands as a nation.  We have benefited from the injustices done to 

the original inhabitants of this land.  

 

My own family history is a part of this. My great-grandparents bought land that had been 

homesteaded a decade earlier – some of which had been part of the land base of the nearby band 

in Hobeema, Alberta.   We are impacted by this history, even if we just arrived here recently. 

 

The philosopher Alistair MacIntyre disagrees with those who argue for moral individualism, the 

idea that a person can be detached from society and history.  He writes. “The contrast with the 

narrative view of a person is clear.  In the narrative view, the story of my life is always embedded 

in the story of those communities from which I derive my identity. I am born with a past, and to 

try to cut myself off from the past, in the individualist mode, is to deform my present 

relationships.”  In other words, if we don't acknowledge our history and how it shapes our lives, 

we won't find peace.  

 

This is one reason why we need to confess these wrongs done, as the Church, and as a nation. On 

June 11, 2008, our federal government made an apology to aboriginal peoples. I think that it is 

worth reading some of that apology.  It spells out the truth of our history.  There may be parts 

some would want said differently, but at the least, it goes further than the Australian non-

response of John Howard.   So here it goes: 

 

“The treatment of children in Indian Residential Schools is a sad chapter in our history. 

For more than a century, Indian Residential Schools separated over 150,000 Aboriginal 

children from their families and communities. In the 1870's, the federal government, 

partly in order to meet its obligation to educate Aboriginal children, began to play a role 

in the development and administration of these schools. Two primary objectives of the 

Residential Schools system were to remove and isolate children from the influence of their 

homes, families, traditions and cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture. 

These objectives were based on the assumption Aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs 

were inferior and unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously said, "to kill the 

Indian in the child". Today, we recognize that this policy of assimilation was wrong, has 



 
 

caused great harm, and has no place in our country. 

One hundred and thirty-two federally-supported schools were located in every province 

and territory, except Newfoundland, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island. Most 

schools were operated as "joint ventures" with Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian or 

United Churches. The Government of Canada built an educational system in which very 

young children were often forcibly removed from their homes, often taken far from their 

communities. Many were inadequately fed, clothed and housed. All were deprived of the 

care and nurturing of their parents, grandparents and communities. First Nations, Inuit 

and Métis languages and cultural practices were prohibited in these schools. Tragically, 

some of these children died while attending residential schools and others never returned 

home. 

The government now recognizes that the consequences of the Indian Residential Schools 

policy were profoundly negative and that this policy has had a lasting and damaging 

impact on Aboriginal culture, heritage and language. While some former students have 

spoken positively about their experiences at residential schools, these stories are far 

overshadowed by tragic accounts of the emotional, physical and sexual abuse and neglect 

of helpless children, and their separation from powerless families and communities. 

The legacy of Indian Residential Schools has contributed to social problems that continue 

to exist in many communities today.  

It has taken extraordinary courage for the thousands of survivors that have come forward 

to speak publicly about the abuse they suffered. It is a testament to their resilience as 

individuals *and to the strength of their cultures. Regrettably, many former students are 

not with us today and died never having received a full apology from the Government of 

Canada. 

The government recognizes that the absence of an apology has been an impediment to 

healing and reconciliation. Therefore, on behalf of the Government of Canada and all 

Canadians, I stand before you, in this Chamber so central to our life as a country, to 

apologize to Aboriginal peoples for Canada's role in the Indian Residential Schools 

system. 

To the approximately 80,000 living former students, and all family members and 

communities, the Government of Canada now recognizes that it was wrong to forcibly 

remove children from their homes and we apologize for having done this. We now 

recognize that it was wrong to separate children from rich and vibrant cultures and 

traditions that it created a void in many lives and communities, and we apologize for 

having done this. We now recognize that, in separating children from their families, we 

undermined the ability of many to adequately parent their own children and sowed the 

seeds for generations to follow, and we apologize for having done this. We now recognize 

that, far too often, these institutions gave rise to abuse or neglect and were inadequately 

controlled, and we apologize for failing to protect you. Not only did you suffer these 

abuses as children, but as you became parents, you were powerless to protect your own 

children from suffering the same experience, and for this we are sorry. 



 
 

Seek Justice 

We need to hear the stories, we need to confess the wrong. But for reconciliation, I also believe 

that we need to seek justice now.  Next week, Joy is going to interview Gerrilyn Webster, who 

gave us this feather as a sign of peace in the Fall.  Gerrilyn has been one of the provincial leaders 

of the “idle no more” movement.   The movement is pressing the federal government to revise its 

omnibus legislation around environmental protection laws and to move forward on settling 

native land claims. 

 

Think back to my story to start this sermon of my uncle and aunt's family.   Giving all the land 

and possessions to one son over all the other children has caused much harm to that family.  

There has been mercy.  But a move towards justice – if some of the family assets were shared 

now among them all-- would bring a more lasting peace.   For too long, aboriginal people's have 

gone without justice, without treaties, without justice with their land.  It may not be simple to 

make these treaties, to settle these land claims, but surely we can contribute to the political will 

to keep at it to get something done.   

 

It seems to me that as followers of Christ we must stand not only for truth and repentance  but  

also for justice, for that is how reconciliation will be long-lasting.  

 

Listen, confess, seek justice – responses we will be invited to make during this series and and as 

participate in this journey towards  reconciliation. 

 

We have an opportunity. God is giving us a chance to bear witness rightly to the gospel of  peace.  

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. Let's take the opportunity 

as a church.   And be a voice to encourage our neighbours and society to take the opportunity 

with us.  

 

As we prepare for communion,  I invite you to consider one way you might participate in these 

steps towards reconciliation.  
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Fact Sheet:  Residential Schools 

Between 1870 and 1996, Canada’s federal government, along with the Catholic, United, 
Presbyterian and Anglican churches, operated about 130 residential schools.  More than 
150,000 Indian, Inuit and Métis children attended these boarding schools far from their 
parents.  The system formally ended in 1969 but many schools remained open for two more 
decades.  About 70-80,000 First Nations people who attended residential schools are still alive. 

Residential schools were established within a colonial context with the express purpose of 
assimilating aboriginal children into mainstream culture rooted in European values.  Although 
the objective of assimilating aboriginal people began before Confederation, the intent of the 
time was expressed by Duncan Campbell Scott, the deputy minister of Indian Affairs in 1920:   

“'The happiest future for the Indian race is absorption into the general population, and 
this is the object and policy of our government… Our objective is to continue until there is 
not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed into the body politic and there 
is no Indian question, and no Indian Department.  (John Coldwell Adams, "Duncan 
Campbell Scott," Confederation Voices, Canadian Poetry, UWO, Web, Mar. 30, 2011.)   

Children were forced to live at the schools for ten months a year.  Attendance was compulsory 
for children aged 6-18 between 1884 and 1948; many children were taken from their families 
by force and parents who resisted could be put in jail.  Siblings were often separated.  Because 
of travel costs and the isolation of the schools, many children stayed at the schools year-round 
and parents were unable to visit.   
 
The schools were set up as immersion programs where Indian languages were forbidden (often 
punished by needles in the tongue) so they would learn English or French and forget their 
mother tongue.  They were not permitted to practice traditional religious and cultural beliefs so 
they would learn to become Christian and accept the superiority of European culture.   
Beatings, verbal, physical, and sexual abuse were common.  Living conditions were harsh with 
inadequate nutrition, heating and clothing.  In many schools, the mortality rate from infectious 
diseases like tuberculosis or small pox was more than 50%.  Perhaps as many as 50,000 children 
died at residential schools; in many cases, their parents were never told.  Aboriginal children 
were trained for jobs in service, farming and manual labour rather than jobs that would 
compete with the European population or that would support traditional occupations. (Source:  
John S. Milloy, A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential School System, 
1879 to 1986 (1999). )  
 
 
 

http://www.canadianpoetry.ca/confederation/John%20Coldwell%20Adams/Confederation%20Voices/chapter%205.html
http://www.canadianpoetry.ca/confederation/John%20Coldwell%20Adams/Confederation%20Voices/chapter%205.html


 

 

Material Prepared by:  CBWC Justice & Mercy Network 2 

 

 
Impact of Residential Schools 

The shattering impact of residential schools remains with us today.  Separated from their 
families, aboriginal children learned few parenting skills for their own children.  Many have 
continued an intergenerational cycle of sexual and physical abuse.  The trauma of 
intergenerational abuse is directly linked to high rates of addictions to drugs and alcohol, crime 
and suicide.   Aboriginal people were given few life or useful job skills at the schools, making it 
difficult for them to cope and be self-sufficient in white Canadian society.   

Developments 
 
The last residential school closed in 1996.   
 
The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement of 2006 created a negotiated legal 
settlement between the federal government, representatives of former residential school 
students and several churches. It established the Truth and Reconciliation Commission on June 
2, 2008 and provided aboriginal students with compensation of $10,000 for the first year of 
school and $3,000 for each subsequent year.  

Prime Minister Stephen Harper gave a Statement of Apology to residential school students on 
June 11, 2008, acknowledging that the policy of assimilation existed with the intent “to kill the 
Indian in the child,” admitting that this was wrong and caused great harm. The statement also 
admitted that the policy of separating children from their families has also negatively affected 
the ability of First Nations parents to care for their children. 

Since 2008, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has held a series of national events in 
Winnipeg, Inuvik, Halifax, and Saskatoon. The next national event is scheduled for September 
18-21, 2013 in Vancouver.  A final session is to be held in Edmonton March 27-30, 2014  

May 2013 

The contents of this paper are intended as an information resource for general understanding on the 
subject. Reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy at the time of publication. Readers are 
advised to check the accuracy and currency of all information for themselves. 

This material is intended for workshops and group studies and may be printed and re-used for these 
purposes without seeking permission, but please note the CBWC as the source. 
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Fact Sheet:  Aboriginal People in Canada 
(All statistics are from or based on the Canadian Census, 2006 unless otherwise noted) 

Population 

The Aboriginal population in Canada is approximately 1,172,790 people, or roughly 3.8% of the 
country’s total population. Métis represent 30% and Inuit are 4% of the aboriginal population. 

There are about 630 First Nation communities or bands from 60-80 Aboriginal Nations living on 
thousands of reserves. 

Most aboriginal people live in the Western provinces and Ontario.  54% of aboriginal people live 
in urban areas, compared to 81% of the non-aboriginal population.Top urban populations of 
aboriginal people: 

1. Winnipeg 68,380 
2. Edmonton: 52,100 
3. Vancouver:  40,310 
4. Calgary: 26,575 
5. Toronto:  26,575 
6. Saskatoon: 21,535 
7. Regina: 17,105  

Fewer than 200 reserves have more than 500 people. 

48% of the aboriginal population is under 24, compared with 31% in the general population. 

Education 

50% of on-reserve aboriginal people age 25-64 did not graduate high school compared to 15% 
of other Canadians of the same age.  In 2004, the Auditor General found that it would take 28 
years for on-reserve aboriginal people to reach educational parity with the Canadian 
population, at current rates of progress. 

8% of aboriginal people have a university degree, compared to 22% of other Canadians 

Jobs & Income 

The aboriginal unemployment rate for ages 25-64 is 13% vs 7% for the general population. 

Between 2001 and 2026, more than 600,000 Aboriginal youth will come of age to enter the 
labour market. The 15–29 age group, in particular, is projected to grow by 37% compared with 
6% for the general Canadian population.  
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By 2026, 36% of the population 15–29 years old in Saskatchewan is expected to be Aboriginal. 
In Manitoba, this proportion is projected to be 28%.  
 
The aboriginal median income was $18,962 in 2006 – 30% lower than the $27,097 median 
income for other Canadians. 
 
Crime 
 
Aboriginal people make up 3.8% of Canada’s population but have a disproportionately high 
representation of 18% in Canada’s prison population. In the prairie provinces, 50% of the prison 
population is aboriginal.  (Canadian Council on Social Development.) 
 
Health 
 
Aboriginal people are 1.5 times more likely than non-aboriginal people to have at least one 
chronic condition such as diabetes, high blood pressure or arthritis, after soci-economic factors 
are taken into account.  On-reserve aboriginal people have TB at 31 times the national average.   
 
Suicide rates among First Nations people is 5 times higher than the national average. Among 
the Inuit, it is 11 times higher. 
 
Aboriginal people have a life expectancy of 5-7 years less than other Canadians and an infant 
mortality rate that is 1.5 times higher.  Among the Inuit, life expectancy is 15 years lower than 
the national average and the infant mortality rate is 4 times higher. 
 
Housing 
 
Crowded housing is 5 times more common in aboriginal homes than in non-aboriginal ones.  
Aboriginal people were 4 times more likely to live in homes requiring major repairs. 

May 2013 
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Leaving Our Gifts to Receive A Gift:   
Truth, Reconciliation and Baptists 

 
Jodi Spargur 

Pastor of God’s House of Many Faces, Vancouver 
 

Reconciliation is a theme that appears throughout the Gospels and New Testament.  Jesus tells 
parables of reconciliation such as those about the tax collector and Pharisee at prayer (Luke 
18:10-14) and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) The death of Jesus accomplishes forgiveness 
and our reconciliation with God. Paul explores this further, stating that through Christ God has 
reconciled us to Himself and no longer holds our sins against us (2 Corinthians 5:18-20) and 
ends all hostility between us and God (Romans 5:10-11), making peace (Colossians 1:20-22).  In 
Ephesians 2:15-16 we are told that the death of Christ restores our friendship with God by 
breaking down the walls that separate us: 

 
His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 
and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put 
to death their hostility 

 
Restored to God through forgiveness, Christians have taken seriously the thought that in 
imitating Christ we must forgive each other and be reconciled with each other, reflecting the 
forgiving love of God.  We exhort each other to forgive those who have offended us or who 
have done us wrong.  It isn’t easy being the wronged party but we try to generously “forgive 
those who have trespassed against us”, as Jesus exhorts us in the Lord’s Prayer in Luke 11:4.  
But Jesus also talks about reconciliation and forgiveness in a different way: 
 

"Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your 
brother (or sister) has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar.  
First go and be reconciled to your brother (or sister); then come and offer your gift."  
Matthew 5:23-34 
 

I would imagine that all of us have been pulled up short at some point by this verse, smack dab 
in the middle of Jesus' Sermon on the Mount.   We are hard-wired to assume that the 
responsibility for setting a relationship straight happens at the initiative of the one harmed.  It 
is usually the wronged person who cries out, "I have been wronged!  You must pay!"  But Jesus 
catches us by surprise by saying, if you, the accused, remember that someone has something 
against you, you go make it right.  Having been forgiven by Christ and told to imitate His 
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character by forgiving others for their sins against us, we still aren’t used to the idea that we 
need to ask forgiveness from those we have hurt. 
 
Countless voices have cried out in this country that they were wronged by the residential 
school policy for Native peoples, but the majority of us did not hear that cry.  We only began 
hearing this cry when it was officially recognized by the Prime Minister's apology a few years 
ago, or when the national Truth and Reconciliation Commission we are in the midst of right 
now was instituted.  Our natural instinct is to self-justify, be dismissive or distance ourselves 
from this wrong by placing blame elsewhere:  the things done to aboriginal people happened in 
another time, or under a different administration, or by some other denomination. Yet the 
gospel compels us to ask:  does our brother have something against us?  If they do, then we 
must go, and be reconciled. 
 
It isn’t easy.  I have justified to myself why I was not responsible for the atrocities that 
happened years ago through the residential school policy.  I distanced myself as a Baptist from 
the legacy of these schools run by other denominations.  I distanced myself as an immigrant to 
Canada from the policies that put such schools in place in this country.  Although I aligned 
myself with Jesus as the one who hears the cry of the poor and oppressed and moves to 
liberate,  I did not experience anything that looked at all like reconciliation until I began to heed 
the words of a Native elder who spoke the convicting words of the Spirit and said,  
 

“You see yourself as separate, but those who went to residential schools see everyone 
who says they are a follower of Jesus as being alike.  We cannot heal what has been 
broken until we start owning what was broken.  Your people came in the name of Jesus 
and you need to know what was done in the name of Jesus before we can begin to walk 
in a good way together into a good future for our children and grandchildren.” 

 
 
For me, those words became an invitation to leave my gift at the altar:  the gifts I thought I had 
to bring to the Native community, the gifts I thought I brought to God.  In bringing these gifts, I 
received something very different and very unexpected:  mercy and grace, forgiveness and 
shalom. 
 
Most settlers in Canada have lived in a state of separation from the First Peoples of this land.  
Our daily lives almost never intersect.  We have been unaware of policies that govern the lives 
of these neighbours, and of our parallel but often opposite experiences in our shared history.  
As we become aware of some of the issues that have shaped our lives differently, it is often 
difficult to know what is expected of us and what resources we have available to respond to 
those expectations.  How does one go to be reconciled when one party feels hurt and the other 
didn't know there was anything wrong?  If we use the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
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regarding the 150 year legacy of Indian Residential Schools in this country, what is expected of 
those who were not involved in running or attending the schools?  
 
We are being asked to listen.  We are being asked to hear people's stories, the good the bad 
and the ugly, because these stories have been hidden so long.  Healing cannot begin until there 
is acknowledgement of people's lived experiences.  It may be enough for those who have been 
hurt to simply be heard and have their experience validated so they receive back their dignity.    
 
Sometimes hearing these stories is quite painful, and sometimes the person who was harmed is 
not ready or able to forgive or reconcile.  But as gospel people, we have been forgiven by Christ 
and have resources in us by the Spirit to practice humility as we hear difficult things and turn 
them over to Jesus and allow our hearts to break with the heart of Jesus.   
 
We are also being asked to speak.  Survivors of residential schools want to know: where were 
we?  What were we thinking?  Did we know?  If not, now that we do know, what will we do?  
We have the opportunity to find our voices to speak our truths as well, not to justify or defend 
or deflect but simply to name our realities.  Native peoples want to know whether we have a 
desire to walk together with them into a new future in a new way or whether our relationship 
remains essentially unchanged by what we have heard and said.   
 
We are invited to reconcile in word and deed, at the pace of the ones who have been harmed 
and to whom the terms have always been dictated before.  We are invited to find the gifts we 
left at the altar transformed into something new in the hands of the one who gave his life that 
we might be reconciled. 
 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission offers us a unique moment in history where the table 
is being set for us to "go and be reconciled".  This table bridges our otherwise separate worlds 
and allows us access to one another's stories in a special way,  Through the work of the Holy 
Spirit using the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, we can start the process of finding a new 
way forward. 
 
May 2013 

Jodi Spargur’s theological reflection on reconciliation with aboriginal people was written in 

response to a request from the CBWC’s Justice and Mercy Network.  Although this paper reflects 

her personal theological reflections and is not official CBWC policy, the CBWC is grateful for 

this reflection and affirms its content as a resource to promote theological reflection and 

discussion.    

This material is intended for workshops and group studies and may be printed and re-used for 

these purposes without seeking permission, but please note the CBWC as the source. 
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Study Questions 
For 

Leaving Our Gifts to Receive A Gift:   
Truth, Reconciliation and Baptists 

 
 “Most settlers in Canada have lived in a state of separation from the First Peoples of this 
land.”  Many never knew about residential schools nor the effects of colonization on 
aboriginal people because of these separate lives.  How has this been true in your life? In 
what ways is this beginning to change? 
 
Reflect on 2 Corinthians  5:18 and what reconciliation might mean in our context. 
 
Should Christians take any responsibility for sins committed by the church, or our 
government, in the past or against people we have never personally known? 
 
When you have been forgiven, how have you felt afterwards? 
 
What gets in the way of forgiveness?    

 
How have you been forgiven by Jesus?  By your friends and family?  
 
What do restored relationships and reconciliation look like? 

 
What are some of the gifts, given to us by Christ, which can help lead us toward reconciled 
relationships with others? 
 
Reflect on how the act of listening can be a step in the process of reconciliation.  Have you 
experienced this in your own life anywhere? 

Are there other opportunities where we can engage and walk with Native peoples?   

How can the idea of bearing one another's burdens instruct our ways of moving forward? 

This material is intended for workshops and group studies and may be printed and re-used for these 
purposes without seeking permission, but please note the CBWC as the source. 
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Reading Resources on Aboriginal Issues 

Websites 

The Assembly of First Nations:  www.afn.ca 

Aboriginal Healing Foundation www.ahf.ca 

Métis National Council www.métisnation.ca  

Congress of Aboriginal Peoples www.abo-peoples.org 

Native Women’s Association of Canada.  www.nwac.ca 

First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada www.fncfcs.com  

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada www.trc.ca 

Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada www.ainc-inac.gc.ca  

Where are the Children?  Healing the Legacy of Residential Schools 
http://www.wherearethechildren.ca/en/  

Remembering the children : A partnership of aboriginal and church leaders 
www.rememberingthechildren.ca/history/index   
 
Indian Residential Schools Resolution www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/rqpi/index  
 
Indian Residential Schools Settlement www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca 
 
Books 

Anderson, Alan B. Home in the City: Urban Aboriginal Housing and Living Conditions. University 
of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division, 2013. 

Fontaine, Theodore.  Broken Circle: The Dark Legacy of Indian Residential Schools.  Heritage 
House Publishing Co. Ltd, 2010.  

Frideres, James S. Aboriginal Peoples in Canada: Contemporary Conflicts.  Prentice Hall Allyn 
and Bacon, 1998.  

http://www.afn.ca/
http://www.ahf.ca/
http://www.métisnation.ca/
http://www.abo-peoples.org/
http://www.nwac.ca/
http://www.fncfcs.com/
http://www.trc.ca/
http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/
http://www.wherearethechildren.ca/en/
http://www.rememberingthechildren.ca/history/index
http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/rqpi/index
http://www.residentialschoolsettlement.ca/
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Haig-Brown, Celia. Resistance and Renewal: Surviving the Indian Residential School.  Arsenal 
Pulp Press, 1988.   

Hidden in Plain Sight: Contributions of Aboriginal Peoples to Canadian Identity and Culture.   
Editors:  Indian & Native Affairs Canada, David Newhouse, Cora Voyageur.  University of 
Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division, 2005. 

Magocsi, Paul Robert.  Aboriginal Peoples of Canada: A Short Introduction. University of 
Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division, 2002. 

Milloy, John S.  A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential School System, 
1879 to 1986.  University of Manitoba Press, 1999. 

Peters, Evelyn J.  Urban Aboriginal Policy Making in Canadian Municipalities. McGill-Queen's 
University Press, 2012.   

Simone, Tonina.  Primer on Aboriginal Issues. Parliamentary Information and Research Service, 
September 22, 2011, http://carolynbennett.liberal.ca/files/2010/07/Primer-on-Aboriginal-
Issues_EN.pdf?cda6c1  

With Good Intentions: Euro-Canadian & Aboriginal Relations in Colonial Canada. Edited by Celia 
Haig-Brown & David A. Nock. UBC Press, 2006. 
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The contents of this paper are intended as an information resource for general understanding on the 
subject. Reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy at the time of publication. Readers are 
advised to check the accuracy and currency of all information for themselves. 

This material is intended for workshops and group studies and may be printed and re-used for these 
purposes without seeking permission, but please note the CBWC as the source. 
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