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Right off the top, I need to say that I’m not sure what I have to say today 

really qualifies as a sermon! It certainly won’t be a verse-by-verse, or even 

paragraph by paragraph, analysis of this text from Mark’s gospel. I’m 

envisioning it more as the start of a conversation that I think we really need 

to have as a community of faith.  

I want to talk about the news story that has transfixed our attention as 

Canadians, and dominated our media, throughout this past week. Residential 

schools for Aboriginal children. 

The phrase from our text, “a sin with consequences that last forever,” seems 

like an appropriate jumping-off point, for there is no doubt that what we are 

talking about is horrific sin, all too often perpetrated by those claiming to 

represent God. It is a sin with awful consequences, which we will be talking 

about here this morning. And it is a sin whose consequences last and last and 

last, both in the sense that God’s judgment upon unrepentant sinners is – we 

say with fear and trembling – eternal; and in the sense that sins of this 

magnitude and scope continue to echo down the generations, bringing 

corruption and destruction and misery upon more and more and more 

people.  

This story has been coming at me from a lot of different directions this week, 

and I want to share with you some of what I’ve been learning, and the deep 

impact it’s been having on me. It’s been an emotional week.  

Now, you’re no doubt aware that our federal government empowered a 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission over a decade ago, to look thoroughly 

into this sad story. In December 2015, the commission released its multi-

volume final report, which included 94 recommendations for what should be 



done in response to the terrible story that they had unearthed. Let me quote 

a few paragraphs from the summary report: 

“Canada’s residential school system for Aboriginal children was an education 

system in name only for much of its existence. These residential schools were 

created for the purpose of separating Aboriginal children from their families, 

in order to minimize and weaken family ties and cultural linkages, and to 

indoctrinate children into a new culture—the culture of the legally dominant 

Euro-Christian Canadian society, led by Canada’s first prime minister, Sir John 

A. MacDonald. The schools were in existence for well over 100 years, and 

many successive generations of children from the same communities and 

families endured the experience of them. That experience was hidden for 

most of Canada’s history, until Survivors of the system were finally able to 

find the strength, courage, and support to bring their experiences to light in 

several thousand court cases that ultimately led to the largest class-action 

lawsuit in Canada’s history. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada was a commission like no 

other in Canada. Constituted and created by the Indian Residential Schools 

Settlement Agreement, which settled the class actions, the Commission spent 

six years travelling to all parts of Canada to hear from the Aboriginal people 

who had been taken from their families as children, forcibly if necessary, and 

placed for much of their childhood in residential schools.  

The Commission heard from more than 6,000 witnesses, most of whom 

survived the experience of living in the schools as students. The stories of that 

experience are sometimes difficult to accept as something that could have 

happened in a country such as Canada, which has long prided itself on being a 

bastion of democracy, peace, and kindness throughout the world. Children 

were abused, physically and sexually, and they died in the schools in numbers 

that would not have been tolerated in any school system anywhere in the 

country, or in the world. 

But, shaming and pointing out wrongdoing were not the purpose of the 

Commission’s mandate. Ultimately, the Commission’s focus on truth 

determination was intended to lay the foundation for the important question 



of reconciliation. Now that we know about residential schools and their 

legacy, what do we do about it? 

Getting to the truth was hard, but getting to reconciliation will be harder” 

(“Honouring the Truth, Reconciling for the Future,” preface). 

Now, that report has been finished and completed and sitting on the shelf for 

over 5 years, and out of the 94 recommendations, there are only 9 of them 

that have been acted upon in any way. But perhaps that will change, and let 

us pray that they will change, after the events of the past 10 days. My friend 

Matt Francis, a pastor in BC’s lower mainland, posted on his Facebook page 

an article from another pastor friend of his, a Pentecostal pastor in Chilliwack 

who is also a First Nations Chief, named Andrew Victor. Pastor Victor wrote 

this: 

Mourn Missing Children in Unmarked Graves 

http://www.chilliwacknative.com/2021/05/mourn-missing-children-and-

unmarked-graves/  

On May 27, 2021, [Chief] Rosanne Casimir and Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc 

announced that the remains of 215 Indigenous children were discovered on the 

property of the former Kamloops Indian Residential School. The legacy of the 

residential school system has deeply impacted Indigenous people across 

Canada. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission estimates at least 3,200 

students died over 115 years. However, the horrific reality is that it is unknown 

how many missing children have died and undocumented where their resting 

sites are located. 

Chilliwack Native [Pentecostal Church] acknowledges that this discovery has 

resulted in a profound loss that is walking through our communities. We 

mourn as we remember the horrific experiences by our families and 

communities as children were forcibly removed and taken to residential 

schools. We remember the stories shared by Survivors and the atrocities they 

witnessed and horrors they experienced, included the missing children and 

unmarked graves. 

We raise our hands in love and gratitude to the Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc for 

humbly taking the responsibility to care for these missing children. We stand 

http://www.chilliwacknative.com/2021/05/mourn-missing-children-and-unmarked-graves/
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with Indigenous people in prayer. We honour each and every one of these 215 

children and the countless more yet to be discovered. 

We call upon the church, and all those who call themselves followers of 

Christ, to recognize the truth of our collective history. With the respect owed, 

we call upon the church to lament and restore what has been taken away. With 

contrite hearts, we call upon the church to support the rebuilding of Indigenous 

families, communities, and Nations. 

In Jesus’ name, we condemn the sanctioned genocide of the residential school 

system. We condemn the church’s role in running residential schools. We 

condemn the atrocities inflicted by the church on children, families, and 

communities. We condemn the distortion of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We 

condemn all doctrines, policies, and practices of racial and spiritual 

superiority, in theory and in practice. We condemn the actions and idleness of 

the church in the death of students. We condemn the refusal of the church to 

fully acknowledge its role and its duty for reconciliation and restitution. God 

who cares, stir us to repentance. Convict our hearts. Open our eyes. Give us 

ears to hear. … 

“The pain and heartbreak are overwhelming. There are no words to express 

our thoughts and emotions with an announcement like this,” stated Pastor 

Andrew Victor. “Our love and prayers are with Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc, the 

Survivors, and Indigenous People as we mourn the truth of missing children 

and unmarked graves. It is an honour that it was time for these children to be 

found. May we honour their truth and their lives with dignity and respect, with 

songs and ceremony.” 

How close to home does this come, you may be wondering? Well, there were 

139 residential schools that operated in Canada over the years from the 

1870’s until the last one finally closed only 25 years ago in 1996. And out of 

those 139, 26 of them were in Alberta! And this story comes much closer to 

home than that for us. Our dear sister Krista shared some things in our 

conversation circle on Wednesday night that I’ve asked her to tell about here 

this morning too. Krista? 

[sharing from Krista] 

Thank you for sharing that, Krista. That is close to home.  



Over 150,000 indigenous children were forcibly removed from their families 

and placed in these so-called “boarding schools.” Many never returned home, 

and of those who died at these “schools,” very often the parents weren’t 

even notified. Of those who did return home, many suffered unimaginable 

trauma. In 1920, attendance at the schools was made mandatory for treaty-

status children from ages 7-15.  

The schools were underfunded and overcrowded. The quality of education 

was substandard. Children were severely mistreated, degraded and abused. 

90 to 100% of them suffered physical, emotional and sexual abuse.  

Andrew Nikiforuk, “The Story of a National Crime,” 

https://thetyee.ca/Analysis/2021/06/02/National-Crime-Residential-Schools/:  

Much of what we know comes from the work of a whistleblower named Peter 

Henderson Bryce, who would by no means be surprised at the discovery of 

these unmarked graves outside the Kamloops Residential School. 

“For 15 years, [Dr. Bryce,] Canada’s first chief officer of medical health 

repeatedly warned his superiors that the country’s disease-riddled residential 

schools had become glorified tuberculosis death camps. He courageously 

pressed for reforms. 

But Bryce’s superiors didn’t listen. They didn’t want to know the truth, and 

made the physician’s job impossible as only bureaucrats can do. 

And so, when Bryce left the government and was no longer oath-bound to 

secrecy, he wrote a 24-page exposé on the accelerated extinction of Indigenous 

people willfully being perpetrated in Canada’s residential schools.… 

Bryce titled his book The Story of a National Crime. The year was 1922. 

Canada, a nation full of deep secrets and afflicted by selective memories, can 

no longer keep this “national crime” hidden anymore…. 

Bryce spent three months visiting 35 schools in Manitoba and the Northwest 

Territories (then including Saskatchewan and Alberta), all located in former 

buffalo country where people were now starving or undernourished. He found 

one indignity after another. The buildings were poorly-constructed firetraps 

https://thetyee.ca/Analysis/2021/06/02/National-Crime-Residential-Schools/


with inadequate water supplies. Most had no infirmary. Or proper food 

supplies. 

The schools’ poor ventilation combined with their prison-like atmosphere 

appalled Bryce. It was “almost as if the prime conditions for the outbreak of 

epidemics had been deliberately created.” 

Bryce noted that the agents of colonialism, the teachers and church officials 

running the schools, were also reluctant to collect information on the fate of 

their pupils. He discovered why. In what is today Saskatchewan, of 31 students 

discharged from the notorious File Hills Indian Residential School in the 

previous 15 years, only nine had remained alive. 

Bryce calculated that the residential schools acted as TB incubators and 

superspreaders. If children didn’t have TB before they arrived, they 

immediately contracted the disease in crowded dormitories where children 

weren’t even allowed to exercise. 

And if they were too sick to occupy a desk, they were sent back to their 

communities, where they spread the disease in crowded reserve housing. 

After questioning the principals of some of the schools, Bryce estimated that 

approximately one-quarter of all Indigenous children attending residential 

schools for the last 15 years had died from tuberculosis. He wrote that “of a 

total of 1,537 pupils reported upon, nearly 25 per cent are dead, of one school 

with an absolutely accurate statement, 69 per cent of ex-pupils are dead, and 

that everywhere the almost invariable cause of death given is tuberculosis.” 

In other words, residential schools typically prepared Indigenous children not 

for life but death.”  

It’s a horrifying and shameful story from beginning to now.  

It comes close to home in other ways, too. As you may or may not know, 

these schools were run by churches – both Roman Catholic and also 

Protestant – the United, Presbyterian, Methodist and Anglican churches.  

Does the fact the Church of the Nazarene was not directly involved mean that 

we are excused from responsibility? My friend Dr. Grant Zweigle had an 

insightful comment on that this week: “I learned about the schools through 

https://www2.uregina.ca/education/saskindianresidentialschools/file-hills-indian-residential-school/


the Truth and Reconciliation Commission when we were pastoring in 

Vancouver, BC. I will never forget the words of a First Nations friend who, in 

reply to a statement that "our" denomination didn't have anything to do with 

it, they said in effect: "We don’t see denominations, we see the actions of 

Christians." This really challenged me not to distance myself from what 

happened just because our denomination wasn't directly involved. It also 

reminded me that this person had a more robust [theological understanding 

of the Church] than mine, we are the body of Christ, and when one part of 

the body sins, the whole body is affected and the whole body needs to 

repent, hear the truth and be reconciled.” 

 

So, what can we do? What should we do? What must we do? As the TRC 

report said, “Getting to truth is hard. Getting to reconciliation is harder.” 

There are no easy answers. But we do not get anywhere by ignoring or 

sweeping under the carpet the historical wrongs that continue to be so very 

present.  

Our district leadership reminded us pastors this weekend that June is 

National Indigenous History Month, and they have called the Nazarene 

churches across Canada West District to commit to praying in a focused way 

for the Indigenous community in Canada June 14 - 21. June 21 is National 

Indigenous People’s Day.  The statement continues: “We call all members of 

the Canada West community to listen, to learn, to lament, and to pray for the 

restoration and reconciliation that is found in Jesus Christ. We yearn for the 

Kingdom where “justice *will+ roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-

failing stream” (Amos 5:24) and humbly urge followers of Jesus Christ to work 

towards reconciliation in our nation.   

We do not want to let this be a story that we let fade from our minds in a 

matter of days. We need to go beyond symbols to action. Reach out to your 

Indigenous friends and family. Offer support through prayer or a listening ear 

that is ready to truly listen and hear.” 

The Mennonite Central Committee’s statement on this issue emphasizes the 

importance that we be humble learners through this time:  



Randy Klassen: “At this moment of reckoning, there are many things we can 

do in response. One of the most important, I hear over and over again from 

Indigenous people, is for those of us who are non-Indigenous peoples 

(settlers, newcomers) to educate ourselves. Learn the histories. Pay attention 

to the stories. Recognize our place in this.” And that’s what I’ve tried to help 

us do, or begin to do, here this morning. Some concrete steps in this 

direction: 

1. Learn where Residential Schools were located, and the larger story 

around them.  

2. Join in a local walk on National Indigenous People’s Day on June 21. 

3. Read a book by an Indigenous author. 

4. Join me on Wednesday evenings at 7 p.m. in an online discussion 

group, led by my friend Pastor Bill Sunberg over the TRC’s Executive 

Summary. It goes for the next 4 Wednesday evenings, through to the 

end of June. 

And last but far from least, let us pray! I was recently introduced to a Prayer 

Guide, developed by the CMA Church in Western Canada, which is based 

upon the TRC’s 94 recommendations – a daily prayer guide that would 

provide rich material for praying and learning about this issue, right through 

the summer months. It’s an online resource which I will email to all of you for 

whom I have email addresses, and for those others who are interested, I’ll ask 

you to please let me know so we can get paper copies for you. I believe it 

would be a great guide for becoming informed and praying intelligently about 

the issues confronting us – over a period of 3 months or more. 

A prayer written by Mo Hickman, recent Ambrose grad: 

“We pray for the indigenous people in our cities, rural areas and reserves: 

We confess, with fear and trembling, the violence and abuse carried out 

against our indigenous brothers and sisters in your name. Forgive us, Lord, for 

we have sinned. We weep with the families and communities of the 215 

children who were lost in BC. Bring healing to the hearts and minds of our 

indigenous communities and grant them peace as only you can, and bless 

them immensely for their generations of suffering. We repent of the divisive, 

abusive, racist attitudes and actions we, the church, have held and acted on 



and humbly ask for your guidance as we seek to right what has been wrong 

for far too long. Let us continue to pursue reconciliation sincerely and 

humbly. Teach us to listen to the voices of our indigenous people, and echo 

with them against injustice. God of mercy and hope, hear our prayer. Amen.” 


