
A Land Acknowledgment Statement – One Pastor’s Journey 

In the late spring of 2021, a fresh and visceral awareness of Canada’s tragic history around relations with 

the Indigenous peoples of the land exploded into my consciousness. In late May, the story of the 

discovery of some 215 unmarked graves on the grounds of the former Kamloops Residential School 

made national headlines. This was quickly followed by similar discoveries being made on the grounds of 

former residential schools across Canada. 

These stories, and the responses to them which flooded my social media feed, gripped my attention and 

my heart in profound ways. I began to look for advice on how to respond as a pastor, and thankfully, as I 

looked I found it in abundance.  

Some of this advice came from our district leadership, which called churches across the district to 

focused prayer and attention to these matters. We were urged to set aside June 14-21 as a week of 

prayer for our Indigenous neighbors, leading up to National Indigenous People’s Day on June 21. The call 

was to refuse to let this matter fade from our minds after a few days, but to let it become a turning 

point in our congregations.  

I preached my first sermon on these matters – ever! – on June 6, 2021. Its title was based on some lines 

from the summary report of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC): “Getting to Truth – 

Hard. Getting to Reconciliation – Harder.” In it I laid out in broad strokes the terrible history of the 

residential schools, and their legacy which continues to be played out right into the present day. I called 

our church to prayer and to learning, educating ourselves about these issues. These actions were 

encouraged by other leadership resources I found online, including an excellent resource from the 

Mennonite Central Committee. 

The call to prayer and learning was helped along greatly by two resources which I discovered and made 

available to our church community. The first was a prayer calendar, produced several years ago by our 

sister denomination, The Christian and Missionary Alliance. The calendar gives a full page to each of the 

94 recommendations of the TRC, with information on the background to the recommendation, often 

some media or other websites to explore, and always including a prayer related to the particular 

recommendation that is being considered. I encouraged our church family to take and use the calendar 

as a daily prayer guide for the rest of the summer and into September. I used it in this way myself. In 

Sunday worship, we would highlight one of the prayers from the previous week in our prayer time.  

The other invaluable resource was provided by Nazarene pastor Bill Sunberg, who was serving in 

Toronto at the time, and who was providing a series of online “Anti-Racism Workshops,” including one 

which focused on the TRC Report. My wife and I, along with four others in our church, joined Pastor Bill 

and several other interested Nazarenes across the country in these weekly online sessions which 

discussed the content of the TRC’s Executive Summary document, entitled Honouring the Truth, 

Reconciling for the Future. We spent time discussing the content and processing our emotions about the 

report, leading in the end to choices we made on how to act in response.  

One of the actions I decided to take was to develop a Land Acknowledgment Statement for use in our 

local church. A path for the development of this statement began to come into better clarity for me as 

we moved into the fall season. The federal government had declared September 30, the National Day 

for Truth and Reconciliation, to be a federal holiday in Canada, and as that day drew nearer, I was made 
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aware of some excellent resources being made available by Alberta Health Services, and one of those 

was an online workshop with advice on how to create a good Land Acknowledgment Statement! This 

learning experience gave me some excellent perspective on it, and particularly, the important conviction 

that I should take my time and not rush this. Other resources such as this one from the University of 

Alberta, and this church page were also very insightful for me. 

The project simmered in the background of my mind throughout the fall and early winter. I shared with 

my church board that I did not want to rush things, and suggested that I would like to preach a series of 

messages through the month of January on the importance of doing this, so as to bring the congregation 

along on the journey as well. This was slightly delayed by my own personal encounter with COVID, but 

eventually three sermons came into being and laid the foundation for our church’s statement. They 

were entitled “Loving Our Indigenous Neighbors,” “Detecting Our Own Errors,” and “Mercy Begins with 

Me.” 

After that, I sought responses and ideas from our congregation and our church board about what they 

wanted our statement to say. I also tried to get into a face-to-face conversation with the Chief of one of 

the First Nations at Maskwacis, who is also a pastor – an effort which has been frustrated to this point. I 

wanted to do this in conversation with an Indigenous leader, and I think that is important where 

possible.  

Finally, after almost a year, with a lot of prayer, a lot of education, and quite a bit of conversation, I was 

ready to present our church with a Land Acknowledgment Statement as part of my Annual Report to our 

AGM in May. This is what it says: 

Woodland Drive Community Church of the Nazarene acknowledges that the land upon which we meet 

is Treaty 6 territory. It is the traditional home and meeting ground for many Indigenous peoples, 

including the Blackfoot, Dene, Cree, and Métis. We acknowledge the land as an act of respect, in 

recognition of the enduring presence of Indigenous peoples here, long before the arrival of our 

ancestors. We give thanks for their stewardship of the land and its resources. We also acknowledge 

the long history of broken promises and grievous harms endured by our Indigenous neighbors, wrongs 

which were perpetrated by the Canadian government and the Church. We are sorry for these wrongs, 

and we commit our hearts and hands, in obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ, to the work of 

reconciliation and healing. 

Our District Indigenous Resource Circle is here to support pastors and churches in the quest to deal with 

these matters in a way that is sensitive and wise. I offer this, our church’s story, as one example of what 

that might look like. All of us are at different stages on this journey, and so all of our stories will be 

different. But as we once again approach September 30 – the National Day for Truth and Reconciliation 

and also Orange Shirt Day – we encourage you to keep taking steps toward learning the truth and 

seeking for reconciliation.  
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