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Introduction 

How do we approach the anguish and suffering of many when our employer is linked to the 

offences of the past? 

Our work as Indigenous people, is not in devotion to an institution or employer but to our 

ancestral teachings of respect.  Our ancestral teachings are, as Reverend Dr. Martin Brokenleg 

says, our Old Testament.  The Ayaawx (Ts’msyen Ancestral Law) is our Old Testament.  And 

Christ did not come to abolish our Old Testament with the Creator, the land and with all living 

beings, but to fulfill it. 

And as those who are employed by the Christian church, our work is double.  To educate our 

employer and support spiritual healing in Indigenous communities in line with the true purpose 

of the Church. 

As in the legacy work of The Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, we must 

look back in truth without blame to move out of shame and on the pathway of healing. 

  

•pjvickers@me.com •pvickers@bc.united-church.ca•	 "                                                           2

mailto:pvickers@bc.united-church.ca


!
BC Conference: Native Ministries 
Conference Minister, Dr. Patricia Vickers 

!
OVERVIEW 

!
!
Violence is a Historical Fact 

!
As we look back at the treatment of Indigenous children and 

families, we see the impact of violence and oppression through 

legislation has created a collective trauma state. 

“We have moved too fast!  The Church had its greatest 
success with the residential school, where the child lived in 
residence until he or she was eighteen, and was given an 
education in the broadest sense, embracing home-making and vocational training as well as 
the ABC’s.  And this in a Christian atmoshpere!  The young people from those schools 
have formed some of our best Indian families today.”  1

Dr. Large was one of the influential social figures on the northwest coast, and this socialized 

belief that Indigenous people were inferior is a common belief--for all. 
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The Commission’s review of the growing body of information on residential schools for 
Aboriginal children has led it to three conclusions.  First, racial attitudes about the 
backwardness and inferiority of Aboriginal peoples fuelled the maltreatment and abuse 
experienced by children at residential schools.  Sadly, these attitudes have not been 
entirely overcome.  Second, the affronts to the collective dignity, self-respect and identity 
of Aboriginal peoples that occurred in residential schools are closely linked to the nature 
and scope of the redress individuals and communities now seek.  Third, there remains 
today a significant need for public education.  All Canadians must be offered the 
opportunity to understand the destructive influence of the residential school system and to 
appreciate why the federal government is morally 
obliged to take significant steps to help survivors 
and their communities.   2

The history of ethnic oppression is well documented 

should there be the courage and strength to gather the 

facts together in a way that informs us toward healing 

rather than bitterness.   

In order to heal, both offender and victim must look 

carefully, slowly, and gently at the facts in order to be 

open to see and follow the pathway toward healing. 

Transforming Rather than Deconstructing 

As one researches the colonial mind and the ignorance 

of those who understood Indigenous ways of living and knowing to be inferior, it is difficult as an 

Indigenous Canadian to avoid experiencing a deep sense of despair.  Prominent leaders in the 

northwest such as Dr. Large understood the culture that he served to be inferior and he was 

ignorant of the prevalent social violence toward children and families before and during his time 

of public service.   

!

!4

 Law Commission of Canada.  (2000).  Restoring dignity responding to child abuse in Canadian 2

institutions.  Ottawa: Minister of Public Works and Government Services. 



Colonization is a spiritual act and a spiritual act cannot be 

reversed, it can only be transformed. 

One cannot reverse a spiritual act, or curse, it can only be changed or transformed by a power 

greater than the one that inflicted the suffering.  In the time of Christ such a phenomenon was 

considered to be a miracle. 

The Nature of Oppression 

“For cultural invasion to succeed, it is essential that those invaded become convinced of their 
intrinsic inferiority.  Since everything has its opposite, if those who are invaded consider 
themselves inferior, they must necessarily recognize the superiority of the invaders.”  3

Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, in a very short period of time wrote the book, Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, helping educators globally to begin to transform the roots of oppression through 

dialogue.  Freire’s work is congruent with the dialogue that our grandparents practiced with 

respect at the heart of thought and words.  Freire identified the dynamics of oppression to be a 

human condition and the primary behaviours to be common regardless of where the dynamics of 

oppression occur.   

First, that there are two parties, the oppressor and 

the oppressed and that the oppressor believes self 

to be superior to the oppressed, justifying violence, 

tyrannical domination and control, dehumanizing 

living conditions,  unjust laws and murder.  The 

oppressed are conditioned through socialization, to 

believe they are less than human and inferior to the 

oppressor.  Furthermore, the internalized belief of 

inferiority causes the oppressed to treat their own 

people in a dehumanizing manner because they 

believe themselves to be less than human. 

!
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The violence in Indigenous families today is directly related to history of generations of violence 

through colonization. 

Oppression is a spiritual act and a spiritual act cannot be 

reversed, it can only be transformed. 

!
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Trauma 

The physiological response to threat is fight, flight or freeze.   Indigenous people in Canada have 4

experienced generations of violence through socialization in residential and federal day schools. 

The surviving children have grown to become the parents who have either found the end of 

suffering through suicide, accidental alcohol related death,  or survived to live with remorse for 

failing to be the parent they wanted to be.  

Studies on stress response have come to identify the impact on human bio-psychology can be 

severe.  Without addressing the stress: ongoing shame, remorse, bitterness, grief, depression 

and anguish, the individual is unable to sustain the healing state of spiritual balance. 

When one is unable to sustain spiritual balance, they are coping with the impact of historical 

trauma which causes ongoing stress resulting in the alarming statistics on Indigenous peoples we 

are acquainted with today. 

!
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The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want; 

Psalm 23:1 

From Coping to Living 

Ongoing generational trauma has caused a number of  cognitive-

behavioural and bio-social patterns in individuals, families and 

communities.   

The health issues that we face in our communities is directly related to 

generational trauma and the need to find the pathway to healing. 

To further refine the notion of coping, we suggest that coping strategies can be either 
adaptive or maladaptive (Girdano et al., 2009). Adaptive coping strategies reduce stress 
while at the same time promoting long-term health (e.g., exercise, relaxation, proper 
nutrition). Maladaptive coping strategies, on the other hand, do indeed reduce stress in the 
short term but serve to erode health in the long term (alcohol/ drug abuse, cigarette 
smoking, interpersonal withdrawal) (see Everly, 1979a).  5

The pathway to healing is no different today than for our grandparents and great grandparents.  

There are soul retrieval ceremonies and rituals that assist with healing.  The methods are not in 

conflict with the teachings of Christ but instead, support them.   

The understanding that nature is a force to be understood and the importance of patience, 

stillness, quietness and careful awareness are all principles of behaviour that have helped our 

people to survive on the northwest coast for thousands of years.  A return to the force behind 

nature is to journey in a complete and satisfying manner. 

To choose to live rather than cope is to understand the chain of events that have brought about 

suffering for the individual, family and tribe--and then to follow ancestral teachings of respect to 

restore spiritual balance.  

!
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The beginning point is in honest, clear communication.  Truth telling is not only about those 

who survived residential school atrocities, but of equal importance is how we have perpetuated 

abuse in our families, tribes, communities and nation.  Our job, our work is to prepare for the 

work of truth telling in our families. 

There are ancestral teachings concerning the protocol, rituals and ceremonies for restoring 

spiritual balance for individuals and the collective.  To follow our ancestral law, is to live 

respecting self, and the other.   

It is the responsibility of Indigenous people who believe in the transformative teachings of Christ 

to show and lead the way to restoring spiritual balance in our families, tribes, and communities.
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