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As a member of the clergy team at All Saints, I’ve been invited to write a brief reflection about 

the recent discoveries of unmarked graves on the grounds of several former Indian Residential 

Schools.  The revelation of these unrecognized and tragic deaths has shocked and grieved 

Canadians.  Particularly because it appears they are the remains of children – away from home 

and family, uncared for, tormented and abused, ill and untreated, and finally, buried without 

identification or ceremony. 
 

For ten years 1985 to 1994 I spent weeks and months at a time with Indigenous children, 

teaching at summer “Bible schools” across northern Canada, and for five years 1990-94 leading 

youth camps among Dene kids aged 12 to 18.  What I learned about them contradicted every 

description made to justify treating them as inferior, unable to learn, not worthy of quality 

education.  Rather, they were interested, lively, responsive, imaginative, full of humour and 

mischief, active and resourceful.  At a youth camp on a remote island on Lac La Martre, a large 

lake on the Canadian Shield northwest of Yellowknife, in the early 90’s, we lived in tents, ate 

wild meat supplied by the community and fish from the lake, hiked and swam and travelled in 

boats.  The kids were fully engaged in the life of our camp.  They knew how to do everything: 

pitch a tent, build a fire, catch fish, clean fish, cut meat, run an outboard motor, handle an axe 

and a knife and a gun.  And they enjoyed everything they did: we had some cheap kites to play 

with, and they flew them expertly from the top of a shed, and when the kites were torn up by the 

wind, they fashioned new ones from plastic garbage bags and flew them just as expertly.  In their 

environment, they were perfectly capable and confident.   
 

For a couple of hours a day, we did “Bible study”...because their communities were built around 

the local church and they believed in Jesus...and at such times they were attentive and serious, 

because spirituality is in their bones and they have learned to respect it.  We sang Christian 

songs, and sometimes a group would get out their drums and sing their own songs.   



In the evenings we sat around the fire and listened to the elders tell stories (amazing how a 

stranger can benefit from hearing such stories without even knowing the language!)  Yes, the 

elders came to the “youth” camp – any excuse to camp out!  The kids were respectful, because 

they have been taught to listen to the elders.  Someone would interpret for me if the story was a 

particularly good one, often very funny – because humour and laughter is a big part of their 

culture. 
 

As a nation, it’s important that we find ways to learn about and include the cultural richness of 

all our citizens, and particularly Indigenous culture, because it has existed the longest on this 

land of Canada.  For me, those weeks spent out “on the land” were the best times of my life.  Our 

Indigenous brothers and sisters know how to welcome and include strangers, and having done 

that, they willingly share their knowledge and stories...experience gained from thousands of 

years lived in harmony with the natural environment and with respect for all members of the 

community and the Great Spirit.  We can learn from them, particularly because they are good at 

some things we’re not good at: 

- welcoming strangers 

- honouring the land for what it is, not just for what it can produce 

- laughing at themselves 

- communicating across generations 

- seeing the Creator in everything. 
 

Rev. Faith Brace 
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