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We	began	our	time	with	a	short	video	clip	of	musician,	writer,	and	activist,	Wab	Kinew	
talking	about	things	that	non-Aboriginals	should	stop	saying	about	First	Nations	
people.	
	
Wab	Kinew	reminding	us	of	how	if	we	have	a	hope	at	all	for	reconciliation	between	
settler	Canadians	and	First	Nations,	it	will	happen	by	challenging	ourselves	to	let	go	
of	modes	of	thought	and	systems	that	still	enforce	racial	discrimination	against	First	
Nations	people.	
	
In	MC	Canada’s	publication,	Wrongs	to	Rights,	they	call	it	decolonizing	human	rights	
and	the	roles	of	states.	
	
I	am	a	third	generation	settler	Canadian	who	was	born	on	Ojibwe	land	near	the	First	
Nation	of	Aamjiwnaang.		And	as	I	share	with	all	of	you	this	morning,	I	don’t	presume	
to	be	someone	who	can	speak	for	First	Nations	people.		This	morning,	I’d	like	to	
present	myself	as	a	settler	Canadian	talking	to	other	settler	Canadians	about	some	of	
the	things	that	I	believe	we	really	need	to	consider	if	we’re	going	to	effectively	not	
repeat	the	mistakes	of	our	past.	
	
Aamjiwnaang	is	a	reserve	of	land	that	occupies	about	4.85	miles	of	land	directly	
south	of	Sarnia,	my	hometown,	on	the	shores	of	the	St.	Clair	River	and	across	from	
Port	Huron,	Michigan.		Aamjiwnaang	in	Ojibwe	means	“at	the	spawning	stream”	in	
reference	to	the	salmon,	pike	and	trout	who	spawn	along	the	St.	Clair	River.	
	
Now	unfortunately,	Aamjiwnaang	is	widely	known	by	many	Canadians	for	one	
brutal	reality,	it	sits	directly	beside	and	amongst	what	is	known	as	Chemical	Valley.	
	
Chemical	Valley	is	home	to	over	sixty-two	chemical	and	petrochemical	facilities	and	
refineries.	And	although	the	city	tries	to	take	strides	to	reducing	the	environmental	
impact	of	this	location,	it	still	creates	some	of	the	dirtiest	air	and	water	in	the	
country;	emitting	the	most	particulate	air	matter	per	cubic	metre	and	constantly	
experiencing	leaks	of	effluent	materials	into	the	St	Clair	River	that	flows	south	from	
Lake	Huron	towards	Aamjiwnaang.	
	
In	fact,	here’s	a	picture	of	the	Aamjiwnaaang	Resource	Center	right	outside	of	
some	smoke	stacks	from	Chemical	Valley	
	
This	unfortunately	is	a	brutal	reminder	of	how	not	only	did	we	as	a	nation	take	land	
from	First	Nations	peoples,	but	any	land	we	did	give	them,	we	often	allowed	to	be	



overtaken	by	poor	environmental	standards.		We	took	the	good	land	along	the	
northern	shores	of	Lake	Huron	and	we	literally	gave	the	Ojibwe	people	of	
Aamjiwnaang	our	trash.		Now,	today	the	environmental	impact	upon	Aamjiwnaang	
is	so	profound	it	is	literally	the	only	location	in	the	world	that	experiences	a	birth	
rate	of	two	females	for	every	male	child	born.	
	
Growing	up	in	Sarnia,	racism	and	stereotypes	against	our	First	Nations	brothers	and	
sisters	was	palpable.		It	certainly	pervaded	everyday	conversation.	
	
Now,	if	you’re	still	not	convinced	that	Canada	historically	has	a	problem	with	racism	
against	First	Nations	people,	let	me	present	a	few	things	for	your	consideration.	
	
First	of	all,	here	is	a	cartoon	from	a	magazine	called	Harper’s	Weekly,	published	in	
1869.		The	caption	underneath	it	reads	“A	School	for	Savages;	or,	Teaching	the	
Young	Idea	not	to	Shoot.”		Not	only	do	we	see	a	depiction	of	the	white	man	as	bigger,	
stronger,	and	the	Aboriginal	characters	are	depicted	here	as	smaller,	with	more	
cartoonish	eyes	and	expressions,	and	almost	sub-human,	but	there	is	a	caption	of	
dialogue	at	the	bottom	of	the	cartoon.		I	don’t	know	if	you	can	read	it,	but	it	says,	Big	
Injun	says,	“White	man,	hold	on;	we	want	to	Big	Talkee.”		Notice	how	even	the	
dialogue	creates	an	impression	of	lack	of	intelligence,	immaturity	in	speech.		The	
white	man,	General	Sheridan	then	responds,	“No,	no.		I’ll	Whip	you	first,	then	you	
can	Big	Talkee	afterward.”	
	
This	is	a	perfect	visual	description	of	the	agenda	that	Canada	had	in	its	history	of	
trying	to	“kill	the	Indian	to	save	the	man.”		Of	beating	and	demoralizing	the	savage	in	
order	to	civilize	the	Indian.	
	
Here’s	a	quote	from	our	venerable	first	Prime	Minister	of	Canada,	John	A.	
Macdonald,	in	reference	to	the	residential	school	system	that	was	being	established	
in	Canada:	When	the	school	is	on	the	reserve	the	child	lives	with	its	parents,	
who	are	savages;	he	is	surrounded	by	savages,	and	though	he	may	learn	to	
read	and	write	his	habits,	and	training	and	mode	of	thought	are	Indian.	He	is	
simply	a	savage	who	can	read	and	write.	It	has	been	strongly	pressed	on	
myself,	as	the	head	of	the	Department	[of	Indian	Affairs],	that	Indian	children	
should	be	withdrawn	as	much	as	possible	from	parental	influence,	and	the	
only	way	to	do	that	would	be	to	put	them	in	central	training	industrial	schools	
where	they	will	acquire	the	habits	and	modes	of	thought	of	white	men.	
	
Now,	that’s	not	going	on	a	CBC	Heritage	Minute	any	time	soon,	is	it?		Aboriginal	
children	must	be	removed	from	their	families,	their	culture,	and	their	spirituality,	
and	trained	in	the	habits	and	modes	of	thought	of	white	men.	
	
It	would	be	great	to	believe	that	this	mode	of	thought	of	the	white	man	is	in	our	past,	
and	that	colonialism	and	the	effects	of	the	residential	school	system	are	done	and	
over	with;	but	our	First	Nations	population	still	lives	in	the	ongoing	effects	of	this	
historical	racism	and	contemporary	racism.	



	
For	example,	Aamjiwnaang	First	Nation	and	their	ongoing	struggle	to	prevent	
further	industrial	development	around	and	upon	their	land	
	
In	2013,	the	United	Nations	ranked	Canada	among	the	top	8	countries	of	the	world	
to	live	in,	but	First	Nations	communities	amongst	us	are	ranked	78th	
	
Poverty,	addiction,	and	anger	management	issues	were	often	conditions	that	fell	
upon	children	who	were	raised	in	residential	schools	as	they	tried	to	cope	with	what	
happened	to	them,	and	these	conditions	were	often	then	passed	on	to	their	children	
and	families;	with	as	much	as	64%	of	First	Nations	children	living	in	poverty	in	
Manitoba	and	Saskatchewan	alone.		
	
Cindy	Blackstock,	Executive	Director	of	the	First	Nations	Child	and	Family	Caring	
Society,	says	that	more	Aboriginal	children	have	now	been	taken	from	their	homes	
in	child	welfare	situations	than	were	relocated	during	the	residential	school	days.	
	
These	ongoing	systems	were	brought	about	by	how	First	Nations	people	were	
treated	and	they	only	reinforce	a	lot	of	racist	perspectives	by	Canadians	today.	
	
Some	people	may	look	at	this	huge	situation	and	say	what	can	we	possibly	do?		I	
don’t	want	to	talk	about	grand	solutions	this	morning	because	I	think	to	a	large	
degree	we	really	need	to	resist	taking	that	approach.		This	is	actually	a	little	bit	of	
our	colonizing	tendency	to	just	assume	we	are	the	ones	to	figure	out	what	to	do	and	
do	something	about	it.		
	
Rather,	I’d	like	to	have	an	in-house	conversation	on	what	are	perhaps	some	modes	
of	thought	that	we	as	settler	Canadians	really	need	to	overcome	or	really	need	to	
espouse	if	we	are	not	going	to	repeat	the	mistakes	of	the	past.	
	
So	let’s	make	this	really	practical.	I’d	like	to	suggest	4	strategies	we	can	take:	
	

1) Leave	behind	stereotypes	about	First	Nations	people	
	
Wab	Kinew	addressed	one	stereotype	many	Canadians	have	about	First	Nations	
people	in	regards	to	alcohol,	that	Aboriginals	just	as	much	as	the	rest	of	Canada	can	
become	alcoholic.		It’s	just	that	systemic	poverty	can	often	highlight	Aboriginal	
alcoholism	more	than	non-Aboriginal	alcoholism	
	
Sherman	Alexie,	an	Indigenous	writer	in	Seattle,	says,	“white	people	only	like	
Indians	if	we’re	warriors	or	guardians	of	the	earth.”	
	
We	often	stereotype	First	Nations	people	as	one	of	two	things:	the	Warrior	and	the	
Earth	Protector.		
	



Many	First	Nations	spiritualities	have	very	close	ties	to	the	inter-connectedness	of	
land,	animals,	plants	and	many	forms	of	organic	life;	but	try	to	refrain	from	
assuming	that	just	because	someone	is	First	Nations,	they	are	an	uber-green	
environmentalist,	as	you	may	understand	it.		Many	First	Nations	people	even	now	
are	on	a	journey	of	actually	re-discovering	and	re-covering	their	faith	and	
spirituality	that	settler	Canadians	tried	to	destroy	in	the	past;	and	there	is	a	lot	of	
variety	amongst	those	spiritualities.	
	
We	shouldn’t	assume	faith	decisions	and	experiences	for	First	Nations	people.		
Instead,	try	listening	perhaps	by	asking,	“How	does	your	nation	or	your	culture	
express	spirituality?”	
	

2) We	need	to	allow	First	Nations	people	to	make	their	own	decisions	about	
their	own	situations.			
	

Article	3	of	the	UNDRIP	states	that	“Indigenous	peoples	have	the	right	to	self-
determination.		By	virtue	of	that	right,	they	freely	determine	their	political	status	
and	freely	pursue	their	economic,	social,	and	cultural	development.”	We	impede	on	
this	when	we	assume	the	decisions	they	want	to	make	about	their	own	territory,	
their	own	culture,	and	their	own	environment.	
	
For	example,	when	many	non-Aboriginals	hear	about	the	situation	in	Attawapiskat,	
they	will	often	say,	“Why	don’t	they	just	leave	that	place	and	go	some	place	better?”			
	
When	we	say	this,	we	are	assuming	that	they	should	leave	their	homes.		That	they	
should	leave	the	land	which	has	actually	been	given	to	them	in	a	situation	where	
they	have	been	treated	unfairly	in	land	treaty	agreements.		We	are	assuming	that	
they	do	not	want	to	stay	and	save	their	homes.		And	again,	it	smacks	of	the	same	
impulse	that	lead	many	settler	Canadians	to	say	when	we	remove	them	from	their	
homes	and	take	them	to	residential	schools,	it’s	really	better	for	them;	because	we	
are	removing	them	from	a	savage	situation.	
	
Interestingly,	we	are	also	impeding	upon	First	Nations	decisions	when	we	presume	
economic	decisions	for	them	based	on	our	own	environmental	agendas.		In	other	
words,	many	First	Nations	people,	like	my	friends	in	Aamjiwnaang	want	to	see	
environtmental	impact	reduced	in	their	community,	but	they	also	want	to	see	
economic	development	happen.		We	shouldn’t	presume	for	First	Nations	
communities	that	they	will	not	want	to	endorse	this	mine	or	that	production	plant,	
because	clearly	these	creation-balance	minded	people	wouldn’t	want	any	such	thing	
to	do	with	such	initiatives.		We	must	give	our	First	Nations	brothers	and	sisters	the	
dignity	of	freely	pursuing	these	decisions	themselves.	
	

3) This	is	not	an	Aboriginal	problem.		This	is	a	Canadian	problem.	
	
Justice	Murray	Sinclair,	who	chaired	the	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commision,	
recently	appeared	on	CBC’s	Enright	Files	and	he	shared	that	for	years,	First	Nations	



children	were	taught	that	their	culture	was	savage	and	uncivilized,	and	today	our	
children	are	not	being	taught	about	the	history	of	this	racism	in	our	own	Canadian	
history.		Our	children	are	not	being	taught	what	is	true	and	necessary	in	order	for	
reconciliation	to	take	place.	
	
I’ve	already	heard	several	people	comment	so	far	in	this	series	that	they	never	knew	
about	any	of	these	stories	behind	colonialism	or	behind	the	residential	school	
system	in	their	own	education.		We	only	all	suffer	all	together,	if	we	do	not	agree	
that	it	is	in	the	interest	of	all	people	in	Canada	to	work	for	peace	and	raise	the	
awareness	that	is	necessary	in	order	for	peace	to	happen.	
	

4) Joining	our	culture	is	not	the	solution.	
	
I	once	heard	someone	say	that	the	best	way	to	solve	the	Aboriginal	problem	is	to	
abolish	the	reserve	system	altogether.		Just	make	everyone	equal.		Have	no	
difference	whatsoever.		No	different	statuses.		No	different	land	statuses.	Then	
everything	will	be	solved.	
	
I	think	what	we	don’t	understand	about	this	approach	is	that	this	is	exactly	the	
colonial	mentality	that	got	us	into	this	situation	in	the	first	place.		It’s	the	
assumption	that	our	culture	is	the	right	culture.		Our	culture	is	the	civilized	culture.		
If	they	just	got	with	the	program	in	our	culture,	everything	would	be	better.	
	
This	attitude	is	precisely	what	made	us	say	that	it	was	justified	to	remove	people	
from	the	reserve,	take	children	from	their	families,	and	do	everything	in	our	power	
to	remove	and	destroy	Aboriginal	culture.	
	
First	Nations	people	don’t	need	to	be	rescued.		Sometimes	I	think	we’re	unaware	of	
the	condescending	arrogance	behind	our	assumption	that	if	everyone	was	just	the	
same	as	us,	we	would	all	be	better.		This	is	precisely	the	definition	of	colonialism.	
	
I	think	what	we	need	to	do	is	to	listen.		To	listen	to	First	Nations	people.		To	give	
them	dignity	and	give	them	respect.		What	would	they	say	they	need?		What	do	they	
want?		We	mustn’t	assume	that	we	already	know	what	they	need	and	want.		The	
best	way	that	we	can	extend	compassion	when	we	hear	stories	about	Aamjiwnaang	
and	Attawapiskat,	is	to	ask	First	Nations	people	to	tell	us	their	story	and	tell	us	how	
they	wish	to	determine	things.	
	
So	why	are	we	talking	about	this	in	church	anyways?		I	imagine	there	are	many	of	
you	who	asked	that	question	last	week	when	we	kicked	off	this	series,	and	I	imagine	
there	are	many	of	you	asking	that	question	right	now.	
	
Our	biggest	motivation	for	talking	about	all	of	this,	is	that	there	is	no	place	for	
racism	in	the	church.		And	unfortunately,	racism	is	the	legacy	that	many	churches	
have	left	with	First	Nations	people	in	Canada.	
	



Our	faith	was	never	meant	to	be	tied	to	a	specific	culture,	race,	or	nationality,	but	it	
was	meant	to	be	reflected	and	embraced	by	the	diversity	of	the	world.		Our	Gospels	
don’t	say	that	God	so	loved	white	settler	Canada,	or	God	so	loved	European	culture	
that	he	gave	his	only	Son,	so	that	every	white	settler	Canadian	or	every	European	
will	not	perish	but	have	eternal	life.		Our	Gospels	say	that	God	so	loved	the	world	
that	he	gave	his	only	Son,	so	that	everyone	who	believes	in	him	will	not	perish	but	
have	eternal	life.	
	
I	don’t	think	it’s	entirely	beyond	the	realm	of	appropriateness	to	say	that	we	sin	
when	we	place	a	stumbling	block	in	front	of	the	opportunity	for	a	culture	to	learn	to	
trust	Jesus	on	their	own	terms.	
	
And	we	did	precisely	that	when	white	Christian	settlers	forcibly	made	Aboriginal	
people	become	Christians	through	legal,	physical,	and	emotional	force.	
	
We	took	what	we,	as	a	culture,	had	received	as	a	gift,	and	we	turned	it	into	a	sword.	
	
Jesus	was	a	Palestinian	Jew	living	in	an	occupied	land.		God	comes	down	to	earth	in	
the	form	of	the	oppressed	and	the	racially	marginalized.		He	spoke	Aramaic,	a	
language	of	occupation.		Aramaic	was	the	lingua	franca	or	universal	language	
imposed	upon	Jews	when	the	Babylonians	first	occupied	Israel.	
	
We	must	quickly	understand	that	when	you	place	our	world	in	the	lens	of	the	Bible	
and	in	the	lens	of	the	biblical	story,	we	are	the	Romans.		We	are	the	Egyptians	in	the	
biblical	story.		We	are	the	wicked	farmers	in	the	parable	from	Jesus	that	we	read	
earlier	who	twisted	what	God	originally	intended	for	his	vineyard	to	be.		We	are	the	
wealthy,	powerful,	and	militarized	occupiers	who	seized	land	and	attempted	to	
destroy	a	culture	in	order	to	secure	our	own	wellbeing.	
	
And	if	there	anything	that	is	consistent	in	the	biblical	narrative,	it’s	that	God	sides	
with	the	poor	and	the	oppressed.	
	
Lee	Maracle,	an	Aboriginal	writer	and	novelist,	says	that	we	must	break	down	the	
isolation	that	exists	between	Aboriginals	and	non-Aboriginals.		Nothing	encourages	
racism	better	than	separation.		One	of	the	best	ways	that	we	can	challenge	racist	
paradigms	is	to	spend	time	together	and	listen	to	one	another.	
	
Perhaps	as	a	church,	we	need	to	start	thinking	about	what	practices	can	we	do	in	
order	to	build	and	maintain	relationship	with	First	Nations	people?		Maybe	you	can	
go	online	when	you	get	home	today	and	start	researching	and	looking	into	what	is	
happening	in	and	around	your	area	with	First	Nations	peoples.		Maybe	you	know	of	
someone	at	your	work	or	your	neighbourhood	that	might	help	you	to	establish	some	
connections	with	people.	
	
Perhaps	you	personally	know	how	we	might	connect	with	some	specific	people	in	
the	Niagara	Region.	



	
Just	West	of	us	here	in	Niagara,	out	in	Brantford,	the	Woodland	Cultural	Centre	puts	
on	tours	of	the	Mohawk	Institute;	a	former	residential	school	here	in	Ontario.		
Maybe	an	on-the-ground	practical	tour	while	hearing	stories	about	what	took	place	
in	this	school	could	be	a	good	way	for	you	to	start	building	awareness	and	education	
that	can	move	towards	working	for	peace.		Back	at	our	foyer	desk	today,	you	will	see	
a	sign-up	sheet	for	two	possible	tour	dates	at	the	Mohawk	Institute.		Both	dates	are	
during	a	weekday	so	for	some	of	us	this	may	mean	having	to	sacrifice	time	off	of	
work.		But	perhaps	this	is	one	option	that	we	can	move	forward	on	today.	
	
Considering	that	we	had	the	opportunities	for	our	jobs	and	for	the	land	where	we	
have	our	jobs	because	of	what	our	ancestors	did,	I	think	it	would	behoove	us	to	
sacrifice	some	time	and	some	money	from	these	jobs	in	order	to	connect	with	what	
has	truly	happened	to	our	First	Nations	brothers	and	sisters.	
	
Let	me	close	today	by	saying	this.	
	
Maybe	one	of	the	best	principles	we	can	embrace	today	is	this:		In	Phil.	2:	5-11,	Paul	
says,	“Your	attitude	should	be	the	same	that	Christ	Jesus	had.		Though	he	was	God,	
he	did	not	demand	and	cling	to	his	rights	as	God.		He	made	himself	nothing,	he	took	
the	humble	position	of	a	slave	and	appeared	in	human	form.		And	in	human	form	he	
obediently	humbled	himself	even	further	by	dying	a	criminal’s	death	on	a	cross.		
Because	of	this,	God	raised	him	up	to	the	heights	of	heaven	and	gave	him	a	name	
that	is	above	every	other	name,	so	that	at	the	name	of	Jesus	every	knee	will	bow,	in	
heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	the	earth,	and	every	tongue	will	confess	that	Jesus	
Christ	is	Lord,	to	the	glory	of	God	the	Father.”	
	
God	becomes	human,	he	leaves	behind	all	entitlement,	all	privilege,	all	power,	and	
he	humbles	himself	to	serve	others	and	to	give	his	life	for	others.	
	
What	would	it	have	looked	like	if	Christian	settlers	coming	to	Canada	had	embraced	
this	cruciform	faith,	this	way	of	the	cross	and	served	and	given	their	lives	for	people	
rather	than	embracing	the	way	of	the	sword	that	says	we	will	make	people	agree,	
believe,	conform,	and	assimilate	at	any	cost.	
	
When	it	comes	to	conversations	with	our	First	Nations	brothers	and	sisters,	can	we	
embrace	a	way	of	service	and	emptying	ourselves	of	all	entitlement,	privilege,	and	
power	in	order	to	listen	and	give	up	our	own	lives	for	others?	
	
God	emptied	himself	to	connect	with	us.		Can	we	empty	ourselves	in	order	to	
connect	with	others?	


