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_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

The year was 1986… when Nintendo made its debut, The Cosby Show and Family Ties were back-to-back 

hits on Thursday nights, Top Gun and Crocodile Dundee topped the box office and the Montreal Canadians 

were basking in their 23rd Stanley Cup.  It was 1986 when over 5 million people joined hands from New 

York City to Long Beach California to raise awareness and money to fight hunger and homelessness, the 

Irish held a referendum to uphold a ban on divorce and Prince Andrew married Sarah Ferguson at 

Westminster Abbey (obviously not in Ireland)!  It was the year of the Challenger disaster, Argentina winning 

the World Cup of Soccer and the United Church’s triennial gathering in Sudbury Ontario where commis-

sioners from all corners of our church worshipped, prayed, and conducted the business that was before them.   

 

And it was in 1986 in Sudbury when The United Church of Canada became acutely aware her Aboriginal 

brothers and sisters felt wronged by the United Church, as Alberta Billy spoke passionately from her heart, 

expressing the deep need for an apology for what the church had done to Aboriginal people.   

In response, then Moderator Rev. Robert Smith offered these words to the First Peoples:  
 “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 of 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 for accepting the gospel.  

 We tried to make you be like us and in so doing 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 1986 apology was offered with heartfelt sincerity.  It acknowledged the church’s own legacy of attitudes 

of cultural and spiritual superiority.  It named the denominations own blindness to the values and gifts of 

native peoples and their spirituality.  It confirmed our own complicity in the destruction of Aboriginal 

culture, yet was it enough?  It took two years for the First Nations peoples to respond and in the wisdom of 

the Elders the apology was received and acknowledged, yet it would not be accepted until it was lived out in 

action.  The church was being challenged to “walk the talk”; to move from acknowledgement to the difficult 

work of reconciling that would lead to healing and restored relationships… relationships that this time would 

be mutual, respectful and honouring. 

Since 1986 a lot has happened!  The internet has transformed the way we communicate and access 

information, space exploration has expanded our knowledge of the universe we call home, AIDS is no longer 

a death sentence and barriers and understandings around sexual orientation have slowly fallen.  More 

importantly, the United Church has taken steps forward on the journey of reconciliation; to give substance to 

the words of apology offered.  And with each step to “walk the talk” a deeper understanding of the depth of 

the harm that was done has become clearer, and the need for profound change has become more certain. 

 

Yes, the United Church has made institutional changes; creating an All-Native Circle Aboriginal Conference, 

which is now a self-governing Region, Native aboriginal theological schools and staff positions within the 

church to support Native ministries.  Yet we see that there still needs to be more power sharing for the 

Aboriginal voice to become an equal partner in our denomination.   

We have examined our true history; listening to the survivors of the residential schools of how the public 



policy towards assimilation damaged individuals, families and communities and have learned about the 

devastating impact of colonialism.  We know that producing educational resources is but a small step towards 

this “true history” being received and accepted by many.  Our denomination has built working relationships 

with many Aboriginal organizations and has added a collective voice to theirs, calling for just solutions to the 

many outstanding Aboriginal justice issues, yet we know we can do more.   

 

As a church, we have broadened our sense of the spiritual; learning about sacred ceremony, traditions, 

symbols, practices, yet we are still hesitant to include First Nations music in our hymnbooks or dedicate 

services to promote a deeper understanding of who our Aboriginal brothers and sisters are… their values, 

beliefs, practices and understandings.  And though we have sought to settle abuse claims quickly and fairly… 

pushing for non-adversarial ways of settling, yet we also know money alone will not heal emotional and 

psychological damage, nor will it bring about reconciliation, healing or wholeness. 

It is easy to say “I’m sorry”.  It is hard to say “I’m sorry” and really mean it.  It is even harder to live out an 

apology and harder still to see Apology as a gift.  Because living out an apology involves our own healing as 

it challenges us to move out of denial and to begin a journey of recovery.  It challenges us to reflect upon 

what we have always known and believed, the white man’s telling of what happened, and to face new 

realities about ourselves… documented truths like how Sir John A. Macdonald systematically ordered the 

starvation, displacement and intentional abuse of Aboriginal peoples so white settlers could inhabit the 

prairies and the CPR railway could link this county from coast to coast and the uncomfortable truth that 

“modern Canada was founded upon ethnic cleansing and genocide”, dishonoured treaties, residential schools.        

 

To face this truth requires humility and a willingness to change… to face our own racism… our sense of 

entitlement as a dominant culture… our attitudes, stereotypes, understandings of the “rightness” of the 

dominant European culture, its values, its religion and its exclusive theology that there was only one way to 

worship, one sacred writing, one way of imagining God.  Yet by recognizing our blindness, we can begin to 

recover our sight… we begin to heal.  This is not a guilt trip.  This is recovery!  This is truly a gift!  It’s a gift 

because it changes the way we see others… the other who has been shrouded in stereotype, diminished by 

assumptions, rendered invisible by distance and estrangement, perhaps even fear.   

Real apology offers us the opportunity to leave the prison of our own preconceived ideas and become 

enriched by Holy encounters with those whose ways and wisdom are different than our own.  Taking 

responsibility is something we are tempted to avoid because we do not want to look bad, we feel it will lessen 

our respect for our ancestors and the lessons they taught us, we worry we might have to face consequences or 

change, yet ironically.  And those who do take responsibility for the harm that has been done often find they 

meet respect rather than scorn from those they have hurt; the very ones they were afraid to face.   

 

Yes, there is anger… there is pain… there is sorrow… yet there is also grace and generosity.  Healing does 

occur, and as we gradually come into right relationship with one another, we come into right relations with 

God.  Apology is not the end of the encounter, rather a beginning for a transformed way of being together 

where reconciliation is the gift we bring to God’s altar.  Jesus commends us to make peace, to resolve our 

conflicts and then commands us to love our neighbours as ourselves.  As we offer our thanks for the hard 

work… the difficult work that has been done, let us also give thanks for the gift of apology that has been 

given and received… moving us towards wholeness and being beloved equals not only in God’s eyes, but 

also in our own. 

May it be so… AMEN and AMEN    

With thanks to Rev James Scott, UCC General Council, Officer for Residential Schools and 

James Daschuk “Clearing the Plains: Disease, Politics of Starvation, and the Loss of Aboriginal Life” - winner of Clio prize for Prairie history 

and ironically the 2014 Sir John A. Macdonald Prize for the best scholarly book in Canadian history. 


