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                                    Loving Our Indigenous Neighbours 

                                          Saskatchewan Conference AGM, June 3, 2016 

Bill Wall: Good morning everyone. As you’ve just heard, Dawn and I co-

convene the Conference All My Relations Network. We are grateful for the 

opportunity to share some thoughts with you on the important topic we’ve 

been asked to speak about. 

I sometimes introduce myself in intercultural groups by saying, “Hi, my name 

is Bill, and I’m a recovering racist.”  Invariably, some people respond with 

“Hi, Bill” and I know by that response that we understand each other.  I 

wasn’t born a racist, but I became one at a very early age, and my social 

conditioning has done such a good job on me that I doubt that I’ll ever 

entirely escape my racist tendencies no matter how hard I try. 

 Dawn and I were asked recently why we didn’t have an Indigenous person 

taking part in this presentation. The answer is that we are two non-Indigenous 

people who were asked to speak on the topic of loving our Indigenous 

neighbours. As we understood the invitation, it was to lead this group of 

mostly non-Indigenous individuals in thinking about what it would mean to 

relate in a truly loving fashion to the Indigenous people in Canada and in our 

midst.   

 We are starting from the premise that, although we all probably wish it 

wasn’t true, there really is a “we” and a “they”, and we can’t begin to address 

that reality unless we admit that it exists. Commissioner Marie Wilson has 

spoken of the “two solitudes” in Canada as the one that exists between the 

Indigenous and the non-Indigenous peoples of this land.   

 The subject we’ve been asked to reflect on, as I indicated, is "Loving our 

Indigenous Neighbours”. Obviously, this is a vast topic, so what we plan to do 

is to touch on a few key points, say a bit about our own journeys on this path, 

invite you to have some discussion in your table groups, and finally, we’ll have 

a brief time for questions and comments from the floor.  
 

Dawn Guenther: We are speaking to you, not on behalf of AMRN, as that is a 

very diverse group who speak for themselves, but as two white individuals who 

have lived a life of considerable privilege because our European ancestors 

immigrated to this country. They entered into treaties with the First Peoples that 

were intended to welcome us as relatives, as opposed to strangers, in this land. 
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Truly, this is the first demonstration of loving ones’ neighbour, in this 

relationship.  We have much to learn from their actions. 

 Bill and I believe, and I expect many of you believe, that the matter of the 

relations between the Indigenous Peoples of Canada and the rest of us is one of 

the defining issues of our time – right up there with climate change, and the two, 

as we’re coming to realize, are inter-related. It’s probably not an exaggeration to 

say that we will be judged by future generations on how we dealt with this 

challenge, or to put it in a positive light, how we dealt with this opportunity. 

 In case the term “Indigenous” isn’t clear to some of us, it’s interchangeable 

with the term “Aboriginal” and refers to the three groups of first peoples of this 

land – the First Nations (who used to be called “Indians”, and still are in legal 

documents such as the Indian Act); the Métis, who are of mixed First Nations 

and European heritage; and the Inuit, the people of the north who used to be 

called “Eskimos”. The First Nations peoples comprise the largest group, at about 

63%, the Métis are next at about 33%, and the smallest group is the Inuit, at 

about 3 or 4%. 

 Bill: Perhaps the next thing we need to do is to unpack that word “loving.”  

What do we mean by “loving” our neighbours - in this case, our Indigenous 

neighbours?  It might strike some of you that the very phrase “loving our 

Indigenous neighbours” betrays a sense of superiority, as though "they" need 

something that "we" have to give. But what we want to suggest, instead, is 

mutuality: mutual caring, mutual sharing, and our mutual dependence on 

each other as inhabitants of this land. 

 

So what is loving one’s neighbour all about?  To begin with, we don’t believe 

that it’s about good feelings; good feelings don’t do much to address the real 

issues. What we are thinking about, instead, are attitudes and actions, both 

personal and social. Scott Peck in his book The Road Less Traveled writes, 

"Love is an act of will - namely, both and intention and an action". 

And we should probably remind ourselves that love is contextual. We don’t 

love people in the abstract, unless we happen to be like Charlie Brown’s 

friend Linus who said, "I love humanity; it's people I can't stand". In real life, 

we love this particular person or that particular group of persons, and if our 

love is real, then we will want to get to know as much as we can about these 

people. We will especially want to learn about their needs and aspirations.  
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So what do Indigenous people tell us about their needs and aspirations? What 

do they ask of us?  

What they tell us they are asking for is respect and justice. After centuries of 

disrespect and injustice, they are asking to be treated as equals, as people 

deserving of the same dignity and the same rights as everyone else. Those 

words “respect” and “justice” appear again and again in the TRC report and 

in statements from Indigenous leaders and other Indigenous persons. 

However, an attitude of disrespect, accompanied by acts of injustice, has been 

the norm for something like 500 years. When the Europeans first arrived, the 

Indigenous people were regarded as useful. They were useful in learning how 

to survive in this rugged land; they were useful in the fur trade; and they were 

useful as allies in the wars between the British and the French, and between 

the British and the colonies to the south.  

 But by the mid-1800s, after the fur trade and the wars had come to an end, 

and as more and more Europeans arrived and began to push west, the 

Indigenous peoples were no longer useful; they became a nuisance and a 

hindrance to development, or as Thomas King put it in his book of three or 

four years ago, they became “The Inconvenient Indian.”  

 When you examine the historical record, it becomes apparent that the word 

“inconvenient” is far too mild a word to convey how European immigrants 

viewed the Indigenous population by the middle of the 19th century. They 

were no longer just inconvenient, they were the enemies of progress; they had 

become a “problem” that needed to be solved.  

Most of you will know the basic facts about how, under the leadership of John 

A. Macdonald and other officials, Canada set about trying to solve this 

“problem”. The Indian Act of 1876 led to confining Indigenous people on 

reserves, depriving them of lands promised in the treaties, denying them 

rights such as freedom of movement by means of the pass system, forcing 

their children into residential schools, denying them equal access to education, 

health, and economic opportunity - all of this you probably already know. 

Many of us have wondered, how could these things have happened in Canada 

without our fore-bearers realizing that a horrendous crime was being 

committed? 

 

Dawn: In addition to looking at the historical record, it is incumbent upon us to 
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look at the legacy of our own era. Regardless of what we inherited from our 

ancestors, we are accountable for the racism of our current culture and the 

unacknowledged and unearned advantages under which we live and benefit.  It 

is our responsibility to become aware of the attitudes we hold, examine them 

closely for intended or unintended consequences for others and, when necessary, 

change them so that our actions reflect the kind of people we want to be.  We 

must also challenge and change the systems of our society that bestow strength, 

power and dominance on us – commonly referred to as ‘White Privilege’. 

 

Privilege is an elusive quality of our lives; it is invisible to us unless we pay 

attention, look for it and acknowledge that we have it.   We can easily see that 

racism places others in a position of disadvantage and that we don’t experience 

this as white people. On the other hand, it is much harder to pin down how this 

actually places us in a position of advantage whereby we derive power, strength 

and dominance from it.  In fact, we have been conditioned not to notice it.  We 

simply see our lives and circumstances as ‘the norm’ or the ‘average’ and that 

others should aim to be average like us.  It is invisible to us because we can’t 

imagine our lives without the unearned advantages we experience in every area 

of our lives:  education, health care, housing, nutrition, employment, politics, 

business and criminal justice. 

Peggy MacIntosh calls some of these things to our attention in her essay of two 

decades ago, ‘White Privilege:  Unpacking the Invisible Backpack’, where she 

invites us to consider day to day aspects of our lives and think more deeply about 

them.  Most of her statements are true for most of us... 

1.       I can avoid spending time with people who I was trained to mistrust. 

2.       I can expect my neighbors to be pleasant to me. 

3.       I can rent an apartment or buy a home in an area in which I want to live. 

4.       I can shop and expect not to be followed or harassed. 

5.       I can usually protect my children from people who might not like them. 

6.       I am not expected to speak on behalf of my racial group. 

7.       If I am pulled over by a traffic cop, I do not wonder if I have been singled out 

because of my race. 
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8.       Bandages and crayons labelled as ‘flesh’ coloured more or less match my skin 

colour. 

We have listened, for many years now, to Indigenous people courageously 

sharing the devastating effects of this legacy of racism and white privilege on 

their day to day lives.  They have shared these stories with us through the process 

of the TRC and circle conversations where we have been invited to participate. 

Their losses are monumental.  They have been honest.  They have done this as a 

step forward in their efforts to seek healing from the deep wounds that have been 

inflicted upon them – as individuals, as families, and as a culture. 

It is our turn to step forward onto this path of healing.  To be honest, open and 

vulnerable. To look deeper at our own participation in continuing this state of 

being.    

Bill asked me a question at an AMRN gathering in April that I have pondered a 

number of times since. He asked me when I first became aware that there was 

something seriously wrong in how we non-Indigenous people treated Indigenous 

people. At the time, I had only one memory come to me.  I grew up in a small 

Sask. town with no reserves for miles; we didn’t see Indigenous folk in the 

community nor speak much about racial matters.  I’ve always thought of my 

early childhood as very isolated from racial exposure, save for the one Asian 

family in the local cafe.  Certainly, no hint of racism.  Or so I thought. 

But unexpected memories, or small snippets of memories, began to creep into my 

consciousness.  Little incidents that touched my life as a child. I recalled 

memories from an early age that left me with an unsettled feeling that something 

was puzzling... ‘a little off’... not congruent with the values I was being taught at 

home, at Sunday School, at school... but of course I couldn’t articulate that as a 

child.  I only had my feelings. 

1. In grade 1, I recall being invited to Linda’s birthday party, along with three or 

four other girls.  A big adventure for town kids as we got to ride a school bus on 

a very cold winter’s day out to her farm to spend the night.  The house was small 

and cold; we had the little party huddled close to a big furnace grate in the 

middle of the living room where heat came up to us and rose through a hole in 

the ceiling to the two little bedrooms upstairs.  At suppertime, Linda’s dad and a 

‘big’ girl came in from doing chores in the barn.  We didn’t know about Mary – 

Linda had told us she was the oldest in her family.  I thought Mary was beautiful 

with her long black hair and, of course, because she seemed so old. She seemed 
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quiet and very kind to me.  I was puzzled by why the adults talked to her like a 

servant.  At bedtime, the half a dozen kids went upstairs to crawl into the biggest 

bed; Mary into the other room.  I remember asking if I could sleep with Mary.  

She cuddled me that night to keep me warm and let me stroke her beautiful long 

hair.  At a later time, I rode that bus again to go to a neighboring friend’s farm.  

When I couldn’t see Mary on the bus, I asked this friend’s older sister where she 

was.  She told me Mary had to leave because she said bad things about Linda’s 

dad; I couldn’t understand that but somehow knew that it wasn’t ok to ask more 

questions.  It was even more puzzling when Linda got another foster sister later 

and she had to leave for the same reason. 

2.  I recall two young sisters who came to our school for a brief time.  Lana was 

in my class and her sister in my younger brother’s class.  They had brown skin, 

black hair and a Lana had a repaired cleft palate so she was difficult to 

understand.  My brother and I stopped to play in their yard with them sometimes 

on the way home from school.  Other friends said they weren’t allowed to play 

there.  Our parents said they would prefer that we bring them to our yard to play 

and not to go in their house as their parents were at work.  Then one day, they 

were gone.  I couldn’t understand why Lana didn’t tell me they were moving and 

why she didn’t say good bye. 

3.  I remember visiting cousins in Yorkton.  A bunch of kids were playing in the 

next yard and we asked our cousins what their names were and whether we 

could all play together.  They didn’t know their names and said we weren’t 

allowed to play with them because they were Indians.  We asked why.  Our 

cousins didn’t seem to have any explanation; they implied that we weren’t too 

smart because we were hicks from a small town and didn’t already know this. 

4.   On a camping trip, I overheard two family members talking outside the 

trailer where I’d been tucked in for the night.  I remember hearing them say they 

would never let their daughters marry an Indian.  I wondered what that meant. 

And so it goes... those childhood exchanges and incidents that inform who we 

are.   Stories that probably parallel moments that you recall.  The kind that, 

without our awareness, lay down groundwork for our thinking, our ‘go-to’ 

attitudes and our ‘default’ behaviors as adults. I ask myself the question, Do 

these childhood learnings get expressed in my attitudes and behaviours when I 

am not my best self? 
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LET’S TAKE JUST A FEW MINUTES NOW IN OUR TABLE GROUPS TO SHARE WITH 

A PERSON NEXT TO YOU ANY THOUGHTS YOU HAVE ABOUT WHAT HAS BEEN 

SAID SO FAR.... possibly a childhood memory of  awareness of something wrong 

in Indigenous/ non-Indigenous relationships or an insight about privilege in 

your life. 

Bill: My own journey toward greater understand started 30 years ago when 

the United Church apologized to the First Nations members of our own 

Church for not valuing their culture and their spirituality. I was present at 

that General Council meeting in Sudbury in 1986. It was quite an experience. 

The decision to apologize for past wrongs didn’t come easily, despite what we 

might like to imagine. All that week, on and off, we would discuss and debate 

the topic and there was some strong opposition to the idea of an apology as 

well as strong support. Many, including myself, weren't sure until the final 

day which way we would vote, but when the moment came, the motion was 

passed by a substantial majority. 

But it wasn’t until later that evening that it dawned on me what a momentous 

occasion this was. Moderator Bob Smith and the First Nations elders emerged 

from the white teepee that has been erected for the occasion and an elder, 

Edith Memnook of Alberta I believe, announced that the apology had been 

offered and received (not “accepted”, by the way, because time would tell 

whether these words be expressed in actions). 

What followed brought home to me the significance of this occasion– people 

cheering, weeping, laughing, embracing one another – followed by a round 

dance around a bonfire that included one and all, and that went on and on 

into the night.  

We took another step in 1998 when we apologized to former students of the 

residential schools and to their families and communities for, quote, “the pain 

and suffering that our church’s involvement in the Indian Residential School 

System has caused.” This came after several years during which our lawyers 

strongly advised against any public apology because it could leave us liable to 

costly law suits. 

I clearly remember Moderator Marion Best, at the General Council in 1997, 

responding to the demand for an apology from Willie Blackwater, a survivor 

of the notorious Albernie School. Marion said, with tears in her eyes, "I 

dearly want to apologize, but our lawyers have advised us not to do that, and 

so I can't at this time."   
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But even a year later, when the General Council Executive decided to tell the 

lawyers to take a hike, the language of the apology was somewhat guarded. If 

you want to check that out for yourself, there's a paper produced by two 

academics for the TRC Commission in 2014 in which they studied six 

apologies made by the Roman Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian and United 

Churches and concluded that not one of them passed the test of a full and 

clear apology. If you’d care to read this study, just do an online search using 

the title, “Analysis of the Language of Responsibility.”  

 It wasn’t until last December that our Moderator stood up on the day the 

final TR report was released and said, “This final report shines a light on a 

system that was never designed to educate Indigenous children. Rather, it was 

a tool to eradicate them as Peoples, causing lasting harm to individuals, 

families, nations, and cultures. The United Church of Canada accepts 

responsibility for its active role in this history, and for our false assumptions 

of cultural and spiritual superiority.” The key words here are, “takes 

responsibility for its active role in this history.” This wasn’t something that 

just happened despite our good intentions. It was an inhumane and immoral 

activity in which we willingly and actively took part.  

 Dawn: But all is not dark or negative. I’d like to tell you about an experience 

I’ve had, over the past four years, that has led me to a new appreciation of how 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people can discover our common humanity and 

begin to close the gaps between us. 

I have been part of an intercultural wilderness canoe adventure called Nimis 

Kahpimotate:  Sister Journey in each of the past four summers. The vision for a 

wilderness canoe trip of Indigenous and non-Indigenous women was born at an 

AMRN event at Calling Lakes Centre over 5 years ago.   

The TRC had begun its work and was holding one of the national events in Sask. 

the following spring.  The idea was to develop this experience to happen in 

conjunction with the TRC event. 

Funding was available from the national church J and R Fund and the AMRN 

of Sask Conference.  We also received money from the Barb Elliott Trust Fund, 

SaskOutdoors and private individuals to make it possible to offer the trip on a 

donation basis; some participants paid little or no registration and others 

actually received funds for transportation, child care and elder care 

responsibilities to make it possible for them to join the group. 



 

9 
 

In the first year the whole group attended a day of the Sask National Event prior 

to the trip and last year’s group journeyed together immediately after the TRC’s 

final recommendations were made public.  

Each year’s trip began with a preparation weekend of camping together in May 

to learn about canoeing and safety, to plan for and share gear and equipment 

and, most importantly, to get to know each other.   

A planning team from that year’s participants built the experience to be what 

that particular group of women needed.  “Sister” relationships began to grow 

through email and phone connections over the following weeks until the actual 

canoe adventure took place in the summer.  

There is nothing like wilderness, challenging weather, hard work, solitude, and 

insecurity about our own abilities to make us see and feel how much we need 

each other. When we open ourselves to sharing these times, trust, friendship and 

respect grow. The women grew close over the week as they came to depend on 

each other while being held in the beauty and abundance of Mother Earth, in 

the presence of Spirit. 

I think the best way to tell you about the effect of this experience on all of us is to 

share some of the words these women wrote about the experience – some during 

the trip and others up to six months later.   We asked them what they celebrated 

about the trip, what surprised them… what challenged them… what they 

learned… what was unforgettable.   

One woman told us: 

1. “... I loved the quiet one-to-one sharings that took place while filtering water or 

setting up a tent.  I loved the sound of laughter echoing through the trees, seeing 

the triumph on the face of a  woman trying out the kayak for the first time, the 

stories of people's families and backgrounds, the heart- felt sharing and tears, and 

I loved the circles where each person was heard and respected and given the time 

they needed...” 

And another woman said, 

2. “...healing from trauma takes great courage, strength and conviction.  These 

are similar attributes required for a 6 day canoe journey. It was a perfect 

combination...” 
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And others said… 

 3. “...the fusion of ages from the 20s to 60s was lovely.  We could be a sister, an 

auntie, a niece, a daughter, a grandmother and a mother in our group.  It is like 

a family with various strengths and in diversity of phases in life...” 

4.“…Building on our physical strength, nourishing our bodies with healthy good 

food, clean air, clean water, surrounded by supportive women who were specially 

selected for the journey, to bring to light and share from the heart some of the 

damage families suffered caused by Residential Schools, is the best possible 

environment for healing...” 

5. “... the biggest hurdle for me was to trust 13 complete strangers out in the 

wilderness, with no way of contacting my own personal support system.  That in 

itself was closest to my imagination of what my mother would have had to come to 

terms with when she was first taken to attend Round Lake School.  I am truly 

grateful beyond belief that friendships were forged.  Complete strangers came 

together in a unified mission of compassion and understanding about what has 

happened in our inclusive Canadian history...” 

6. “... I learned that there are many women, not just First Nation women, who 

are deeply concerned about what happened to children in Indian Residential 

Schools and are active in their personal lives to ensure fairness, equity and 

kindness in the many aspects of their lives.  This was comforting for me, as an 

inter-generational survivor of Residential School, to know that there were more 

allies out there on my team, making space for our voices, making places safe to 

share and to be supported by the group while processing my early childhood 

trauma...”   

 7. “… I was caught in the wind and waves and drifted right into my deepest 

wound... I was not afraid the canoe would capsize; it was the uncomfortable 

feelings of not feeling good enough, being out of control and looking stupid to the 

group that unearthed me...” 

8. “…We celebrated the safe space we created for one another.  A place where 

individuals could speak of the effects of racism, segregation, and alienation 

without ever feeling as though ‘we were speaking to’ or ‘listening as’ perpetrators 

of those injustices.  We spoke to each other as people - as sisters - and were able 

to use that space to heal…” 
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 9. “... I appreciated the 94 recommendations, but most of the learning arrived 

through the sharing circles and individual conversations...” 

 10. “...A life-giving, life altering experience that challenged me physically and 

spiritually while connecting me to a community of inspirational, real and wise 

women who go forth to make change in their home communities and families...” 

11. “...A canoe trip is important to support women to go beyond what they think 

they are capable of, to discover they are not alone...” 

12. “... I continue to share the experience, feel the experience and yearn for 

more of the 'sisterhood' we created.  It has reminded me of the importance of my 

personal dreams, aside from work and family.  It has opened another layer of 

awareness of my independence and interdependence on friendships that I need 

in my life...” 

13. “...a profound experience on many levels – physically I discovered that I am 

stronger than I thought, mentally I was more capable than I imagined, 

emotionally I was braver than I believed and spiritually I soared with the 

eagles...”  

I know that these experiences will impact me for a lifetime.  I see them as a 

forward step in the journey towards moving beyond the mistaken learnings of my 

youth.  My past cannot be undone.  But I can chose the future I want.    

 

 

Bill: There are many of us who believe that a new moment has arrived in the 

relations between Indigenous peoples and the dominant population of this 

land. We have a new federal government that has committed itself to dealing 

with Indigenous peoples on a nation to nation basis and to implementing the 

94 Calls to Action from the TRC Report. It launched the long-awaited 

national inquiry into murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls, and 

it added $8.4 billion to the federal budget to improve Indigenous education, 

housing, clean water, and welfare. 

  

A number of the Churches, including the United Church, issued public 

statements on March 30th outlining how they will implement the Calls to 

Action that apply to faith communities in particular. And perhaps most 

important of all, there appears to be a growing awareness among Canadians 
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in general about the kind of steps that need to be taken to educate ourselves 

about our past and to move toward a new and better future. As Idle No More 

leader Tanya Kappo said recently, we know the solutions; we simply need to 

decide to act. 

 
 

QUESTION for TABLE GROUPS: 

What is one activity or experience that has helped you to move forward in 

your journey of developing better relations with Indigenous people?  

  

Questions or comments from the floor... 

  

In closing, we’d like to share words ... a prayer, really ... by Shelagh Rogers 

from the book, Speaking My Truth: 

“The longest journey is from the head to the heart. Let us open our hearts so 

that we may help carry the pain that Indigenous peoples in Canada, for 

centuries, have been carrying alone. Non-Aboriginal people will not be fully at 

home here as Canadians until we acknowledge the troubled genesis of 

Canada, it colonial past and present. When that is recognized and accepted, 

we will have a chance to live on this land with some feeling of wholeness and 

integrity. … It isn’t going to be easy, but it’s our only chance. And the very 

soul of Canada is at stake.” (pp. 8-9). 

 

 

 


